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This study examined the life and art of Black Arts 
Movement poet and activist Haki Madhubuti (aka Don L. Lee). 
His life and art are evidence that the objectives many black 
nationalist activists of the Black Arts Movement espoused 
were attainable. These objectives included, but were not 
limited to, the following: political and social empowerment 
through black unity; replacement of Western aesthetic with a 
black aesthetic to judge black art; strengthening of the 
black community through family and institutions; and 
acceptance of African value systems. 
This study was based on the premise that the Black Arts 
Movement was a successful artistic, political, and social 
movement which produced activists/artists who challenged 
Western aesthetics and values while promoting African- 
centered ones. Madhubuti is a central and commanding 
exemplar of the Black Arts Movement as evidenced in his body 
of work, entrepreneurial and educational enterprises, and 
work as a political activist. 
An interview with Madhubuti was conducted at his office 
at Third World Press in Chicago, Illinois in an attempt to 
capture his motivation and drive to continue working toward 
black nationalist objectives. The researcher found that 
Madhubuti has made deliberate choices regarding personal, 
professional, political, and artistic segments of his life 
which are in line with many of the goals and objectives 
espoused during the Black Arts Movement by black 
nationalists. In doing so, he continues the tradition of 
empowering and uniting black people through political 
activism and art, a tradition started by black 
activists/artists who predate the Black Arts Movement by 
forty years. 
The conclusions drawn from the research suggest that 
Madhubuti's work as a black nationalist, artist, 
entrepreneur, and committed family and community leader, is 
in line with the Black Arts Movement's original objectives. 
The research also suggests that Madhubuti's poetry and 
essays follow a clear pattern of evolution, as detailed in 
Frantz Fanon's The Wretched of the Earth. 
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CHAPTER 1 
HAKI MADHUBUTI: AN OVERVIEW 
Haki Madhubuti is one of the most recognized writers 
to emerge from the Black Arts Movement of the 1960's and 
70's. Born Don L. Lee on February 23, 1942, the artist, 
educator, and entrepreneur has proven through his art and 
commitment that the objectives of the Black Arts Movement 
were indeed attainable. These goals included commitment to 
family and community, social and economic strengthening of 
the black communty, political power, and establishment of a 
new aesthetic which included non-Western values. Through 
his poetry, prose, and life, he symbolizes the spirit of 
the Black Power and Black Arts Movements, as he continues 
to work toward justice and peace for blacks both in the 
U.S. and throughout the Diaspora. 
Haki Madhubuti is the subject of this study for a 
variety of reasons. Namely, his large body of poetry and 
essays provides ample evidence of his commitment to the 
arts and liberation of African people. He is the author of 
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ten poetry anthologies, founder and editor of Black Books 
Bulletin, contributing editor to Black Scholar and First 
World, and author of four books of essays. His work has 
appeared in over one hundred literary anthologies, 
including college textbooks and reference materials. In 
addition, Madhubuti was a founding member of the Writers 
Workshop for the Organization of Black American Culture (a 
Chicago-based writers' workshop which promoted the agenda 
of the Black Arts Movement) and is founder and director of 
the Institute of Positive Education, an independent black 
school in Chicago which he co-founded with his wife, 
Safisha Madhubuti. Lastly, Madhubuti founded and has 
served as editor for Third World Press since 1967, a press 
which has published many noted writers, such as Pulitzer- 
prize winner Gwendolyn Brooks, Amiri Baraka, and Sonia 
Sanchez. 
This critical study examines Madhubuti's work, his 
politics and poetics, as he began his career as a young 
member of the Black Arts Movement and emerged as a scholar, 
political activist, educator, and entrepreneur. The study 
analyzes his early poetry (1966-73) and its evolution, for 
much of Madhubuti's early poetry reflects his personal 
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change as it parallels that of the "Fanonian" political 
revolutionary who comes to reject his colonizer's worldview 
and emerges as a visionary who offers solutions to his 
community's problems as caused by colonization.1 
In addition, Madhubuti's method of weaving political 
commentary into his work while maintaining a style which 
relies on personal revelation, black music, and use of 
Black English will be discussed in this study. This study 
also examines his work as an artist, scholar, activist, 
educator, and entrepreneur as significant components of his 
art, concluding that his life is a living testimony to his 
political consciousness and convictions--both of which were 
fundamental elements of the Black Arts Movement. 
Last, Madhubuti's commitment to black artists and art 
also makes him a proponent of a black nationalist agenda. 
He stands as a living reminder of the Black Arts Movement's 
efforts to reach the masses through art, empower them 
politically, and to encourage them to own the very 
institutions which produce the art. 
The study includes a detailed history of the movement 
from which Madhubuti emerges. As explained in Chapter 
Three, the Black Arts Movement, which dates from 
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approximately 1965 to 1975, is one of the most important 
yet misunderstood literary movements in African-American 
literary history. This dynamic period of cultural 
awareness and enlightenment was fostered by artists like 
Madhubuti who shared common goals: to liberate, unify, 
and empower black culture and black people through art. 
The Black Arts Movement was an artistic movement that 
was a direct result of the activities and objectives of the 
Black Liberation Movement (also known as the Black Power 
Movement) of the 1960's and 70's. As the artistic arm of 
this movement, the Black Arts Movement addressed concerns 
similar to those of the Black Liberation Movement. These 
concerns included more power for blacks within social, 
economic, and artistic arenas; a renewed commitment to the 
black family and community; and acceptance of African- 
centered values. Those involved in the Black Arts Movement 
worked toward instilling cultural and artistic values and 
ideologies through art. 
The artists--focused on the political, economic, and 
social oppression blacks endured--sought to use art as a 
tool to fight that oppression. They turned to the people, 
the common folk, for inspiration and approval. These 
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artists organized writing workshops and theatre companies, 
staged dramatic performances and poetry readings, published 
books and periodicals, supported visual artists through 
community centers and neighborhood associations, and 
aligned themselves with political grassroots organizations. 
Perhaps one of the most important figures of this 
time was the late Larry Neal, a writer and critic whose 
dedication to "black art" was appreciated by fellow artists 
as well as critics of the movement. Neal's essay "The 
Black Arts Movement," published in Drama Review in 1968, is 
a seminal essay in that it explains the objectives and 
direction of the Black Arts Movement and its participants. 
In it, Neal writes of the merger of the Black Arts and the 
Black Power concepts; he points out that both are 
nationalistic : 
The two movements postulate that there are in fact and 
in spirit two Americas--one black, one white. The 
Black artist takes this to mean that his primary duty 
is to speak to the spiritual and cultural needs of 
Black people. (Neal 1968, 293)2 
The goal of the Black Arts Movement was to address those 
needs through art. Many of the artists believed that to 
empower black people culturally, politically, and 
economically, one must first understand that black culture 
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(and its African origins) are, in fact, valid and necessary 
for the survival of black Americans. This message was the 
antithesis of messages black artists normally received from 
institutions, academia, and artistic scholarship. Black 
artists, therefore, had historically accepted the Western, 
white aesthetic as a tool of reference to judge all art, 
even when it negated their culture and African heritage. 
An important element of the Black Arts Movement's 
ideology is the incorporation of "the black aesthetic"--a 
replacement for the Western or European aesthetic by which 
art is judged. In "The Black Arts Movement," Neal argued 
that "it is impossible to construct anything meaningful 
within its [the Western aesthetic's] decaying structure" 
(Neal 1968, 293). The black artist must, therefore, 
"advocate a cultural revolution in art and ideas" (Neal 
1968, 293) which would help destroy or radicalize western 
history. Neal uses a quote from Madhubuti to support this 
claim: ". . .We must destroy Faulkner, dick, jane, and 
other perpetuators of evil. It's time for DuBois, Nat 
Turner, and Kwame Nkrumah" (Neal 1968, 293) . 
Indeed, the Black Arts Movement was supported by those 
who believed Western or European values and aesthetics were 
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neither helpful to, nor necessary for, the cultural self- 
concept of black people. Instead, Madhubuti and other 
artists created images of black people with an African 
worldview in mind. Theirs was not the art America was used 
to seeing, reading, or hearing. Instead, theirs was an art 
which challenged blacks who had accepted "the European 
aesthetic" as the only aesthetic from which to experience 
art. 
However, the Black Arts Movement was not without its 
critics, including black critics. In his essay "Afro- 
American Literary Critics, 1,3 the late critic/scholar Darwin 
Turner found some of the criticism used to judge the 
Movement's art problematic. Turner wrote, "the major 
weaknesses of the Black Aesthetic critics are their 
tendencies to denigrate older black writers while lauding 
the newest" (Turner 1985,316). Yet Turner was ultimately 
impressed by the Movement's participants. In fact, in the 
same essay he addresses the future of the "new black 
critics" by looking to the increasing number of black 
faculty at universities and colleges, noting that this will 
allow them to produce more scholarship on both white and 
black writers. He states, "As their publications increase, 
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more black critics will become recognized and respected" 
(Turner 1985, 316). Turner also predicted that 
the new black critics will look more closely at the 
current black writers. They will begin to evaluate 
more carefully on aesthetic bases. . .In short, the 
new black critics may develop theory that may become 
influential in the evaluation of all American 
literature. (Turner 1985, 316)4 
Turner's predictions, however, were not realized 
immediately, as the momentum of the Black Arts Movement 
lost way to the change in political climate of the 1970s. 
Some critics of the Black Arts Movement argue that the 
interest in black art and politics on the part of audiences 
was challenged by developing interest in assimilation and 
integration into mainstream culture via affirmative action 
policies. Others say that Madhubuti and his colleagues 
were not "creative" enough to produce art which could 
retain the Movement's initial momentum. It is important to 
note, however, that the Movement ended in the mid-70s just 
as the Black Liberation Movement began to lose its strength 
and popularity. In short, just as the Black Arts Movement 
served as an artistic arm to the Black Power Movement, so, 
too, was it affected by the change in momentum and spirit 
of the Black Power Movement. 
Darwin Turner's call for critical discourse was 
prophetic as recent scholarship (or lack of scholarship) 
suggests. Despite its list of impressive contributors and 
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organizers, its significance within the Black Liberation 
Movement, and the large body of literature--poetry, drama, 
and fiction--which resulted from it, the Black Arts 
Movement remains a literary period unworthy of scholarly 
discourse to most scholars of American and even African- 
American or Diasporic literature. Perhaps this lack of 
interest on the part of scholars today is attributed to the 
"outsider" status many, particularly Madhubuti, took as 
they critiqued American values, ethics, and the academy 
itself. 
Thus, there is a need for critical and historical 
scholarship on the Black Arts Movement and its artists. 
After all, theirs was a vital, generative literary and 
artistic period in America, a time of great debate over 
art's aesthetic and political value. Many of these 
pioneers were in their twenties, ripe with the promise of 
change and armed with black empowerment philosophies as 
spelled out in works by Frantz Fanon, Kwame Nkrumah, Marcus 
Garvey, and Malcolm X.5 Contemporary literary scholars 
should be interested in analyzing the Black Arts Movement 
because it brings to question all literary and artistic 
movements' assumptions about the parallels between art and 
politics. These parallels, as detailed in the third 
chapter of this study, are extremely valuable to future 
black artists who will undoubtedly question the 
10 
relationship between art and race. 
Many of the poets, playwrights, and fiction writers 
who participated in the Black Arts Movement are largely 
ignored by scholars who refer to themselves as African 
Americanists within the field of literary studies. 
However, like Madhubuti, many artists were critiqued by 
emerging scholars (e.g. Larry Neal) and other artists (e.g. 
Amiri Baraka) during the peak of the Movement in such 
literary magazines and journals as The Black Collegian, 
College English, American Scholar, and Black World. 
However, the majority of these writers have received 
little, if any, attention since the Black Arts Movement's 
end in 1975. This loss of interest was caused in part by a 
conservative shift in the country's political activities 
regarding race, and a lack of support from readers of black 
periodicals. Indeed, these writers, most of whom were 
supported by regional audiences and small black presses, 
have had some success in being associated with the Black 
Arts Movement, but have otherwise vanished from the 
publishing industry altogether. 
For Madhubuti and his contemporaries who have remained 
popular in literature anthologies, fame has been sustained 
through lecturing, university appointments, and small book 
tours. Writers such as Amiri Baraka (LeRoi Jones), Nikki 
Giovanni, Haki Madhubuti, and Sonia Sanchez6 have been 
fortunate in that their work is still well-received by 
critics and the public, including many young poets of the 
1990s who often pattern their writing and delivery style 
after these notable poets of the Black Arts Movement. 
Unlike many of his contemporaries, Haki Madhubuti's 
contributions to the Movement are impressive, spanning from 
the early 1960s to the present.7 The author of 17 books, 
ten of which are poetry collections, Madhubuti's body of 
work is a testament to his dedication to the Movement, the 
arts, and the liberation of African people around the 
world. Madhubuti has evolved from his early "anti-white" 
poems to his more recent essays which examine, among other 
things, the social and psychological obstacles facing black 
men, the importance of male/female relationships in the 
black community, and race relations in America. 
It is Madhubuti's work and evolution as a poet, his 
commitment to the political causes aimed at improving the 
lives of black people, and his dedication to publishing 
other artists through Third World Press which make 
Madhubuti an ideal subject for a study focusing on the 
Black Arts Movement. He has continued to put into practice, 
through his work as a writer, educator, and entrepreneur, 
the principles espoused by activists during the 1960s and 
70s whose objectives were to challenge pre-ascribed roles 
for blacks and incorporate new political and social systems 
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into the black community to create black power and unity. 
Despite his commitment to the goals of the Black Arts 
Movement, critical reception of Madhubuti's work has been 
mixed. In 1971, Jeanne-Marie A. Miller noted Madhubuti's 
lack of originality in his anthology of essays We Walk the 
Way of the New World. Pulled from Madhubuti's own words, 
she notes that in recognizing the 
rich heritage of black literature, Lee, in the 
introduction of his recently published volume of 
verse. . . frankly admits that the subjects of his 
poems did not originate with him, for black poets of 
the past used some of the same motifs. (Madhubuti 
1970, 326)8 
Miller goes on to praise Madhubuti (then Don L. Lee), 
stating that Lee is, ". . .in the vanguard of revolutionary 
and avant-garde poets in this land" (Miller 1992, 327) . In 
addition, she questions his future: "the direction his 
poetry will travel in the distant future is unpredictable 
at this point" (Miller 1992, 327). 
Miller's positive assessment of Madhubuti as a 
promising black poet was shared by many reviewers, 
including R. Roderick Palmer who, in 1971, questioned 
Madhubuti's purpose. He wrote, 
What is Don L. Lee's hangup? The answer seems to be 
concerned with his impatience with 'niggers' and 
'negroes' (he uses the terms synonymously) who refuse 
to be Black, and with the 'little niggers killing 
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little niggers'. . . . (Miller 1973, 329)9 
Palmer labels Madhubuti and other revolutionary poets' work 
as "protest literature." He suggests that Madhubuti's work 
stands as proof that "literature dealing with such serious 
subject matter, cannot, in essence, be simplistic, 
immature, and unimportant" (Palmer 1971, 328) as suggested 
by Addison Gayle in his preface to Black Expression10. 
Other critics found Madhubuti's work racist and 
unworthy of praise. Jascha Kessler believed Madhubuti's 
Directionscore (published in 1971) to be "propaganda." She 
criticized his poetry by questioning his poetics and sense 
of poetic language. She emphatically stated that she had 
not seen in Madhubuti's work any poetry. She further 
describes his work, using descriptives that negate any 
artistic merit the work may have encompassed: 
Anger, bombast, raw hatred, strident, aggrieved, 
perhaps charismatically crude religious and political 
canting, propaganda and racist nonsense, yes; and 
utterly unoriginal in form and style; humorless; cruel 
laughter bordering on the insane. (Kessler 1992, 
330)11 
Kessler's negative reception of Madhubuti's poetry was 
further clarified when she stated, "What he has is street 
language, common enough to most of us ; the rest is . . . 
rancid LeRoi Jones, mixed with editorials out of [Muhammed 
Speaks]" (Kessler 1992, 330). However, Kessler's dismissal 
of Madhubuti's use of "street language" is evidence of her 
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rejection of the styles and goals of most Black Arts 
Movement poets, especially their intention to address the 
masses, using the language of the folk in their attempt to 
enlighten them. 
In a sense, Kessler was not alone, for many critics of 
the Black Arts Movement found the use of "Black English"12 
and non-traditional (or non-Western) poetic forms damaging 
and unnecessary. Yet it is the very essence of the Black 
Arts Movement's agenda--to reach the people through an 
affirmation of their culture. Language, as an important 
component of culture, is extremely important in 
establishing a new cultural awareness for any group. The 
Black Arts Movement artists were aware that in order to 
establish a sense of cultural pride, they first had to 
affirm black culture. They did so through using the 
language of the culture, and in doing so, they dispelled 
the myth that Black English was "bad English."13 
Like Kessler, Eugene Miller found Madhubuti's work 
unpoetic. In 1973 he questioned the accessibility of 
Madhubuti's work to non-black audiences. Madhubuti, 
according to Miller, searches for the 
metaphors, the similes, the various figures of speech 
and allusions that poems are traditionally filled with 
and that necessitate a person (teacher) trained" in 
literary analysis to use in interpreting poetry. 
(Miller 1973, 330)14 
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Miller finds himself excluded from Madhubuti's readership 
through the very objectives the Movement rested on. In 
fact, these writers were not interested in using the 
"traditional" devices to seek approval from white critics. 
They did not bother with the kinds of poetic concerns 
mandated by the white aesthetic. Thus, Miller's comments 
were probably acknowledged by Madhubuti because of Miller's 
insistence that poetry must include such traditional 
Western elements in order to be deciphered by the audience 
he sought. 
In addition to noting the critical reception of 
Madhubuti's work, this study includes an investigation of 
the Black Arts Movement's objectives, as well as a 
discussion of the role of the black artist within a black 
nationalist context. It also examines the role of the 
black aesthetic so often associated with the Black Arts 
Movement's literature. 
Madhubuti's poetry and essays produced during and 
since the Black Arts Movement will also be investigated, 
thus attempting a clear understanding of Madhubuti's 
evolution as an artist and activist and how the two 
intersect in his work. Specifically, this critical study 
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investigates any changes in the scope and perspective of 
his work as they may reflect major transformations in his 
political ideology. For it is clear that Madhubuti's work 
goes from a reactionary voice found in the early poetry to 
a more reflective and politically-astute voice working 
toward solutions in his prose.15 This study works with the 
assumption that there are phases of evolution in his work, 
first posed in New Directions from Don L. Lee by Marlene 
Mosher16, and that such change is especially evident when he 
concentrates on publishing prose. 
As an investigation of American and African-American 
literary development, this study will contribute to the 
literary scholarship on the Black Arts Movement and 
Madhubuti's contributions. It may be used as a learning 
resource to stimulate extensive classroom discussion of the 
Black Arts Movement and the change in perspectives of the 
role of the black artist from the 60s to the present. In 
short, it is hoped that this project will encourage more 
scholarship on the Black Arts Movement, as current studies 
show a lack of serious scholarship on it and its artists. 
This study of Haki Madhubuti employs analysis of his' 
early poetry and more popular collections of essays from 
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the 1960s to the present; evaluation of primary and 
secondary sources; and use of a recent personal interview 
with Madhubuti (found in the appendix) and discussion of 
the outcomes. 
The interview is considered a primary source. The 
written primary sources consist of poetry anthologies and 
collections, essays, and documents written by and about the 
Black Arts Movement and its objectives during the 1960's 
and 70's. Secondary sources include literary scholarship 
written about Madhubuti and other writers, and biographical 
information, and historical information on the 1960's and 
70's which provide a clear understanding of Madhubuti's 
politics and poetics. 
The study is divided into six chapters. To begin, 
Chapter Two, "The Pioneer and Positive Prophet," looks at 
Madhubuti's life and the events which led up to his 
participation in the Black Arts Movement. The son of a 
drug-addicted mother and absent father, Madhubuti's early 
experience with poverty, drug addiction, alcoholism, and 
prostitution set the stage for what would become a lifetime 
struggle to rid the black community of such ills. This 
chapter covers his family, his education, his brief stint 
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in the Army, and the beginning of his friendships with 
other black political activists and artists, all of which 
continue to influence his art and political activism. 
Specifically, Chapter Three, "A Call for Action," 
focuses on the Black Arts Movement itself--its agendas, 
leadership, and overall influence on young black artists, 
including Madhubuti. This chapter investigates Madhubuti's 
role as an activist-artist, and his definition of and 
consistent allegiance to cultural/black nationalism. It 
includes a detailed discussion of black nationalism, as 
well as some comparative analysis of prevalent ideologies. 
This chapter provides adequate background information on 
two significant movements--the Black Power Movement and the 
Black Arts Movement--so as to provide the reader with a 
comprehensive overview of the political climate from which 
Haki Madhubuti emerged. 
Chapter Three relies on William L. Van Deburg's 
identification of black nationalism's two peak periods for 
understanding of the political stance Madhubuti took during 
the Black Arts Movement (10) 17. In Class, Race, and the 
Civil Rights Movement18, Jack Bloom puts the Black Power 
Movement's objectives into context. This is helpful for 
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this study in that Madhubuti's choices as a writer (content 
and form) and activist (choosing to side with Pan-African 
politics) are made clearer. Theodore Draper's description 
of the Nation of Islam in The Rediscovery of Black 
Nationalism19 places Malcolm X at the center of the Black 
Power Movement as an icon and political role model for 
younger activists like Madhubuti. This adds to the 
discussion of Madhubuti's reliance on past black activists 
and social essayists for inspiration and vision. 
Chapter three also examines Komozi Woodard's 
dissertation on black nationalism, titled A Nation Within a 
Nation, as he provides, the phases of black nationalism 
which become significant in understanding Madhubuti's 
phases as a writer. Woodard states that there are four 
stages into the ideology of black cultural nationalism; 
among them is the pioneering of the Black Arts Movement 
( 51 ) 20. 
Finally, in The Crisis of the Negro Intellectual21, 
Harold Cruse investigates the role of the young, black 
intellectual during the Black Power Movement, and concludes 
that such intellectuals were coming of age in a great 
intellectual and creative vacuum. This is further examined 
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in Stokely Carmichael and Charles Hamilton's work Black 
Power22. These works help place Madhubuti within a social 
movement fueled by black intellectuals and artists who 
fashioned themselves and their work after past political 
activists, including some Cuban and African activists.23 
This study also benefits from the scholarship left by 
the late Larry Neal, whose essay "The Black Arts Movement" 
is an important document toward understanding the ideology 
behind the Movement. In addition, Hoyt Fuller, Amiri 
Baraka, and Addison Gayle24 are all equally important to 
this study's investigation of Madhubuti's role in the 
Movement because they were important in shaping Madhubuti's 
political ideology as well as his artistic style and 
content. 
The fourth chapter, "The Poetry of Empowerment," is 
concerned with analysis of Madhubuti's early poetry, which 
dates from 1965 to the 1973. These poems helped establish 
him as a major poet both within the Black Arts Movement and 
to an international audience. Because his celebrity grew 
as he became more active in political organizing, Madhubuti 
began to form the artist-activist identity he has since 
been known for. In this chapter the study looks at Marlene 
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Mosher's work, New Directions for Don L. Lee, as she 
applies the phases Frantz Fanon's uses to describe the 
evolution African intellectuals go through in an attempt to 
decolonize themselves in Fanon's The Wretched of the 
Earth.25 
Furthermore, the study traces the evolution of 
Madhubuti's allegiance to a black nationalist agenda as he 
repeats two themes--black unity and power--throughout his 
work. The chapter also examines his use of Black English 
and other significant changes in his poetic style. These 
changes can be best identified when the first volume of 
poetry (Think Black'.)26 is compared to the last 
(Groundwork)27. For example, in Think Black! (1965) he 
employs some Black English and restructuring of traditional 
spelling and poetic phrasing. However, when Groundwork is 
published, in 1997, the new poems in the collection reflect 
his turn toward Standard English and traditional spelling. 
Chapter Five, "Toward a Theoretical Approach: The 
Essays," examines Madhubuti's turn away from poetry and his 
subsequent attraction to political prose commentary in 
essays. This chapter looks at the early essays, beginning 
in 1973, and his most current work as an editor for Why 
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L.A. Happened (1993 ) 28 as well as a collection of essays on 
the Million Man March (1996) 29. The turn toward essays is 
consistent with his black nationalist ideology from the 
60's. The essays allow Madhubuti more freedom to 
communicate his philosophies, criticisms, and suggestions 
for ensuring, again, two major themes: black unity and 
black power. These themes, though present in the early 
poetry, are prominent throughout his essays and are central 
to his work as a black nationalist activist/artist. 
The last chapter, "Personal Choices," examines 
Madhubuti's consistent alliance to black nationalist 
tenets, namely a loyalty to the black community as seen 
through economic development, and a personal commitment to 
African aesthetics and value systems, as seen through his 
work as an educator and publisher. This chapter looks at 
Madhubuti's work as artist, as founder of an African- 
centered school, as entrepreneur of a black independent 
publishing company, and as a concerned husband and father. 
As a man concerned with the wellbeing of his people, 
Haki Madhubuti remains a revolutionary, whether one finds 
such spirit in his art or in his quiet yet profound 
achievements. Ever concerned with the future of black 
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people throughout the Diaspora, he stands a symbol of the 
black power and unity to artists past and present. 
24 
NOTES 
1 This idea of the de-colonized mind is referenced in 
Franz Fanon's The Wretched of the Earth. Fanon's theory is 
used in Marlene Mosher's literary analysis as detailed in 
chapter four of this study. For further information on 
Mosher's use of Fanon, see Marlene Mosher's New Directions 
From Don L. Lee. Hicksville, NY: Exposition Press, 1975. 
2 Larry Neal. "The Black Arts Movement." The Drama 
Review (1968) : 290-300. It will be referred to by 
parenthetical citations from here on. 
3 Darwin Turner. "Afro-American Literary Critics: 
An Introduction." The Dictionary of Literary Biography 5 
Eds. Thadious Davis and Trudier Harris. Detroit: Gale 
Research Co., 1985. 210-15. This essay will be referred to 
by parentehtical citations from here on. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Franz Fanon. The Wretched of the Earth. Trans. 
Constance Farrington. New York: First Evergreen Black Cat 
Edition. 1968. This source will be referred to by 
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CHAPTER 2 
THE PIONEER AND POSITIVE PROPHET 
Along with other committed artists during the 60's and 
70's, Haki Madhubuti used his writing to express his 
political ideology, while challenging the concept that the 
white dominant culture's Western artistic aesthetics should 
be used to create and judge all art, particularly black 
art. More important, it is his fashioning of himself as a 
culturally-committed artist engaged in political activism 
which catapults him past many of his contemporaries who 
were also self-proclaimed revolutionary artists during the 
Black Arts Movement. In the preface to Madhubuti's most 
recent publication, Groundwork, Bakari Kitwana argues that 
along with other activist-intellectuals, Madhubuti has 
been at the forefront of constructing a practical 
African-centered worldview that is rooted in Black 
world history, struggle, culture, spirituality and 
contemporary reality. (Kitwana 1997, xix) 
Unlike many of his contemporaries from the Black Arts 
Movement, Madhubuti has been consistent in his commitment 
to black unity and power. 
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Haki Madhubuti was born Don L. Lee in Little Rock, 
Arkansas on February 23, 1942. Though he isn't sure if his 
parents ever married, he was very clear on the details that 
shaped his life and worldview as a child when interviewed 
for this study. 
His mother raised him alone, taking him and his 
sister, Jacquelyn, to Detroit where he stayed until he 
graduated from high school. Because of a difficult, 
impoverished childhood and a drug-addicted mother, 
Madhubuti found solace in books. 
As a victim of illiteracy and underemployment, 
Madhubuti's mother found it difficult to provide the 
necessities of life for her children. Eventually the 
family moved in with a man who became a "surrogate 
stepfather" for Madhubuti and his sister. This 
"stepfather," however, was no role model. In an interview 
for this study Madhubuti explained, 
Even though he [my stepfather] went to work everyday, 
he was an alcoholic, and by that time . . . I'm pretty 
sure [my mother] met him while working in the 
[prostitution] trade. . . But she was hooked at that 
point.(see Appendix) 
His mother's alcohol and drug addictions were painful 
lessons for preparing him for the harshness life offered 
black Americans in the urban ghettos. Her use of 
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prostitution to "feed her habit" usually resulted with 
young Madhubuti going out to find her, searching hotels and 
the streets. In the introduction to Enemies1, a collection 
of essays published in 1978, he writes, "Every Monday 
morning I was sent to 'friends' to borrow money to get us 
through the week. I often had to walk five or ten miles to 
get this money. . ." (Madhubuti 1978, v). He and his sister 
had to wear second-hand clothes. "There was never any talk 
of education or of the future in our family," he explains 
(Madhubuti Enemies 1978, iv). Eventually, his personal 
dream of becoming a trumpet player was thwarted. He states, 
"I really can't remember ever going to buy new clothes. We 
lived in extreme poverty. Part of the poverty had to do 
with poverty of spirit" (Madhubuti 1978, iv) . 
Such early childhood experiences would have lasting 
effects on his life as an activist during the 60's and 
70's. Because of his early introduction to economic and 
social disempowerment, he turned toward serious writing and 
political struggle as a young adult. His understanding of 
black strife and the oppression urban blacks suffered via 
unemployment, as well as the incidences of drug and alcohol 
abuse, would shape his pro-black perspective into complex 
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political ideologies aimed at healing the wounds such 
social ills cause. In Groundwork, he maintains, 
My environment is critical to my understanding of 
the world and my (our) place in it. Growing up poor 
automatically positioned me with the overwhelming 
majority of the world's people and I didn't need Marx 
to tell me to fight oppression, whether economic or 
political. (Madhubuti 1997, xxiv) 
Later, in Enemies: The Clash of Races, published in 
1978, he would write about this early experience, 
specifically his mother's suicide when he was thirteen: 
My mother's act of suicide not only forced manhood 
upon me but it stimulated me to begin questioning the 
world. One of the first questions I began to ask 
myself and others was: Why was just about every other 
storefront in the Black Community either a bar, tavern 
or liquor store? (Madhubuti, 1978, iv) 
As a teenager, Madhubuti took several odd jobs to 
support himself. He cleaned taverns after hours and 
delivered newspapers. Once he moved to Chicago to live 
with an aunt, he worked at a broom factory and collected 
junk to sell. In Enemies he remembers the poverty his 
family suffered. He writes, 
We always worked and it seemed as though our work 
pushed us deeper and deeper into debt. And yet we 
really never acquired anything of value. . .credit for 
the Black poor came very high--sometimes as much as 
.50 on the dollar. (Madhubuti 1978, v) 
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His determination and drive are what motivated him to stay 
in school. Consequently, he graduated from Dunbar High 
School in Chicago while living in a YMCA. 
His first-hand experience with poverty and lack of 
opportunities influenced his work as an activist--he knew 
what life was like as a black man living in a society which 
granted few, if any, opportunities for success. He saw up 
close how difficult life was for the black masses and 
understood, despite his obstacles, the importance of 
education and maintaining a purpose for living. These 
early adolescent experiences along with the harsh realities 
of a racist society would be the building blocks to his 
later activist participation. Knowing the frustrations 
felt by many urban blacks, Madhubuti would take his 
childhood and adolescent experiences and shape his own 
political agenda for the black community. 
Despite his understanding of the difficulties blacks 
faced because of racism, Madhubuti found the black 
community at fault as well. He found, for instance, the 
black church to be hypocritical and alien. The people who 
went to the church next door to his mother's home did not 
live in the neighborhood. Once, dressed in a second-hand 
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sports coat, Madhubuti ventured into the church, but was 
teased by other children. He recalls, 
I just wanted to meet those other people in there. So 
I put on my little used sport coat and used pants and 
it was just very painful the way the kids treated me. 
I was introduced to a level of cruelty among upper 
class black children that I've never forgotten, (see 
Appendix) 
As an adult he became more disillusioned with the black 
church. Despite the fact that it was a black institution, 
he found it lacking in its service to the community. 
Instead, he saw many churches catering to the needs of the 
middle-class congregations, ignoring the social ills around 
them. Such disappointment with the black church fed a 
desire on his part to reconstruct black institutions which 
should be aimed at creating power, support, and unity among 
blacks. Critical of black institutions which only 
supported "negro" attitudes and the black middle-class 
agenda, a more politically-astute Madhubuti would declare 
war on such institutions during the 1970s. The school 
system, for example, comes under attack in Enemies: 
Today many Black teachers are inadequate baby-sitters 
and do not possess the vision to know that those they 
sit with are our future. . . We, as a people, have not 
made decisions about our lives. We select choices 
from the parameters of other people's decisions. 
(Madhubuti 1978, 5) 
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Madhubuti recalls going to the library at the age of 
thirteen and checking out Black Boy by Richard Wright2. 
This experience, which he calls a critical moment in his 
early development, made clear to him the importance of 
maintaining identity as a black man. He states, 
You must understand that at that time this whole 
question of identity was never a large part of my 
consciousness. In the black community you still had 
white is right, yellow's this, brown's that and black 
is this. And so we were instilled in that kind of 
ethos, which was really tearing the community apart, 
(see Appendix) 
This ethos was particularly profound for Madhubuti, and he 
addressed the issue of "colorism"--discrimination by blacks 
against other blacks based on hue--and self-hatred in later 
collections of essays and poems. Again, for Madhubuti, 
these lessons learned as a child are eventually directed at 
formulating practical theories of change and liberation for 
blacks. His interest in Pan-Africanism, cultural 
nationalism, and revolutionary nationalism is evidence of 
these lessons. 
An incident in a public library had a profound effect 
on the young Madhubuti. Fortunately, despite being ashamed 
to ask the librarian for anything about blacks, Madhubuti 
was aided by a sympathetic librarian. "I was ashamed of 
black," he states, "but she prevailed and I went and found 
34 
the book on the shelf myself because I didn't want to ask a 
white librarian for Black Boy" (see Appendix). Reading the 
book was significant to Madhubuti because the book was much 
like his own life in so many ways. He explains, "It was 
just struggle all the time," he recalls. "It's like you're 
forced to be a man when you haven't hit boyhood yet" (see 
Appendix). 
Richard Wright's work also influenced Madhubuti in 
that he was introduced to Communism through one of Wright's 
essays. Thus, Wright became a teacher-role model for 
Madhubuti in absentia, for Madhubuti was influenced by 
Wright's art as well as his life experiences: ". . .I've 
never been pulled into the left like a lot of our 
intellectuals are because I understood clearly what Wright 
went through in terms of trying to be an artist" (see 
Appendix). 
An incident, which took place after he'd joined the 
Army, made him more secure in his love for black 
literature. After getting off the bus at boot camp, the 
drill sergeant saw a Paul Robeson memoir in Madhubuti's 
hand. The sergeant snatched the book away while calling 
Robeson a "black communist." He tore pages out of the book 
in front of Madhubuti. At that point he realized four 
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things: he would never again apologize for being black; he 
would re-educate himself by reading everything available on 
or by black people; he would begin to write himself; and 
fourth, since the ideas of Robeson frightened the sergeant 
so much, he would go into the "idea business." He then 
decided, he stated, "to sharpen my mind to the point where 
it will be my major weapon. And that's what I've been 
doing all my life" (see Appendix). 
While in the Army, Madhubuti began reading a variety 
of books, many of which helped shape his political 
ideology. He read almost a book a day, reading everything 
he could get his hands on about black people. He goes on 
to explain: 
I had a very elementary understanding of what was 
happening. I understood then that we, being black 
folks, are in a very disadvantaged position in this 
country. And that nothing was fair in terms of 
economics, in terms of politics, education. So I knew 
that whatever I ended up doing or we ended up doing 
was going to require an awful lot of work, a lot of 
struggle. (see Appendix) 
Finally, he decided at this time that if he was going 
to contribute to any change in the black community, he 
would have to write. He developed a ritual of writing a 
250-word essay after every book he read. This practice 
strengthened his argumentative writing skills. It also 
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helped him develop his critical thinking skills. He 
decided, while in the Army, that he, not the Army or the 
dominant culture as a whole, would determine his destiny. 
After completing a stint in the Army, Don L. Lee was 
introduced to Margaret and Charlie Burroughs, Leftist 
activists and founders of Chicago's DuSable Museum, a black 
museum dedicated to educating the public about black art 
and blacks' contributions to the world of art throughout 
the course of history. Madhubuti volunteered at the museum 
for three years from 1962-66, learning much about political 
activism and other struggles throughout the world from the 
Burroughs. Working as an assistant curator, Madhubuti was 
able to meet Russian delegates, study Russian writers, and 
engage in conversations about Leftist politics with the 
Burroughs. 
In 1966, he self-published his first book of poetry, 
Think Black! As the Black Power Movement began to gain 
momentum, Madhubuti sold copies of the book on the street 
and during rallies. 
Such work was essential to new writers like Madhubuti 
who avoided large publishing houses altogether. For him, 
the act of selling books of poetry to people who would not 
ordinarily read poetry was revolutionary in itself. He 
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explains, "I'd stand at 63rd and Cottage Grove under the el 
[elevated train] and sell the books and stuff like that" 
(see Appendix). 
Eventually Madhubuti attended Wilson Junior College 
(now Kennedy King Community College) and began working with 
the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE). He was also 
writing poetry regularly. Dudley Randall, the publisher of 
Broadside Press, showed an interest in his poetry after 
he'd already published Think Black! In addition, Hoyt 
Fuller, managing editor of Negro Digest magazine, also 
found Madhubuti's work worthy of publishing. Both Randall 
and Fuller would forge a close relationship with Madhubuti 
in their shared commitment to publishing black literature. 
By 1967 Madhubuti had captured the attention of the 
activists involved in the black liberation struggle. His 
poems voiced their anger and demands, symbolizing for some 
the growing love for African-centered values and 
aesthetics. To be black, they would argue, was to be 
positive and self-loving. 
Madhubuti began working with Chicago's OBACE, the 
Organization of Black American Culture3, and its writers' 
workshop. During the summer of 1967 he met Pulitzer Prize 
winner Gwendolyn Brooks at a basement writers' workshop in 
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Chicago's south side. They would later become each other's 
biggest fan. Brooks' decision to leave her large, white 
publisher for Madhubuti's Third World Press marked a 
turning point in her career and motivated others to debate 
the validation of the black aesthetic in all forms of black 
art. Madhubuti stated: 
Gwendolyn Brooks and I are like mother and son. She's 
like a surrogate mother. . . Her example and her 
support, her cultural and emotional support, and her 
financial support have been the key in terms of [my] 
development, (see Appendix) 
Also in 1967 he wrote his second book of poetry, Black 
Pride, which was published by Broadside Press. This 
collection, like Think Black!, was well-received by both 
writers and activists. His political activism by this time 
also increased as he began working with civil rights 
organizations such as the Congress of Racial Equality4. 
The 1960s were characterized by political activism, 
and many black nationalists were targeted by the government 
as dangerous. Madhubuti's involvement, however, increased. 
In the interview for this study, he claimed: 
Around '67-68, J. Edgar Hoover under his leadership of 
the FBI had initiated COINTELPRO, which was a counter¬ 
intelligence program to disrupt the black movement. 
He had targeted mainly the major Civil Rights 
organizations, SCLC, NAACP, CORE, and they did not 
know too much about the underground movement until the 
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Panthers hit and they got targeted as well as other 
groups, (see Appendix) 
Madhubuti's response to such political activity was to 
publish his poetry. As an emerging black poet, he would 
put forth his energies toward support of black liberation 
by reaching the black masses through his art. In 1968 
Madhubuti published For Black People (and Negroes Too)5, a 
collection of poetry. He began speaking at colleges and 
universities around the country. At the age of 27 he was 
invited to teach at both Cornell University (despite some 
resistance from the search committee due to his lack of 
academic credentials) and Talledega College in Alabama. He 
accepted the offer at Cornell. After a year at Cornell, he 
published another poetry collection, Don't Cry, Scream6, 
which sold over 250,000 copies, catapulting Don L. Lee to 
national celebrity. 
Madhubuti's political activism increased as his fame 
as a writer increased. He accepted a position at Howard 
University, commuting weekly from Chicago to Washington, 
D.C. for eight years. He also started Third World Press7 
and the Institute for Positive Education8 between 1967 and 
1969. Both were part of his activist agenda and insistence 
that intellectuals be involved in the struggle for black 
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unity and power directly. In the interview for this study, 
he maintained, 
I'd always felt the publishing company is important 
. . .but I've got this activist spirit so I got one 
spirit saying, 'o.k., the books' and another spirit 
saying, 'we got to deal with these children' and we 
started the Institute of Positive Education. And we 
basically dealt with children in this community. 
After school tutoring, all day Saturday, African- 
centered programs, (see Appendix) 
In addition to his commitment to education, one can 
find evidence of his commitment to black liberation in his 
poetry and essays. Specifically, there are two common 
themes that run through his early poems of the 1960s and 
70s to his essays written from the late 1970s to the 
present: black unity and black power. These themes are 
part of his cultural nationalist stance which symbolizes a 
strong commitment to struggle, institution building, and 
African-centered values. According to Marlene Mosher in 
New Directions for Don L. Lee, Haki Madhubuti "does very 
consciously advance, at all times, 'alternatives to 
whiteness'; he supports a Black culture, a Black aesthetic, 
a Black value system, and a Black lifestyle" (Mosher 1975, 
2) . One finds these themes in his earliest poems from 
Think Black! to Groundwork, his latest collection of new 
and selected poems. 
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Madhubuti's work as a leading figure in the Black Arts 
Movement is important in that he influenced not only his 
peers--artists and activists alike--but also posed 
significant questions about the fate of black Americans and 
the role black nationalism would play in the future of the 
country. His agenda was twofold: to challenge black 
Americans to accept an African-centered world view from 
which to fight social, economic, and political oppression, 
and to create a pro-black aesthetic in art. He quickly 
gained popularity during the Black Arts Movement for his 
unyielding beliefs and bold voice, which demanded white 
America's and black America's attention. His brashness and 
bravery were essential to a movement that came to be known 
as one of the greatest artistic movements in African 
American literary history. 
But this movement, despite its profound influence on 
black literature and its reception around the world, was 
not without its faults. There were concerns, for example, 
about the role of the black artist as defined by the 
leaders of the movement. Many of the artists were led by a 
sincere desire to use art as a political response to 
Western racist aesthetics, while others felt that defining 
one's art by the color of the artist's skin was ludicrous 
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and damaging to the work's effect. Madhubuti and others 
were ultimately concerned with the function of art--how 
would it best serve blacks in their struggle for freedom 
from Western society and values? How could the art teach 
and guide the masses toward a more African-centered value 
system and lifestyle? 
Madhubuti's stand on such questions is found in his 
poetry. Because of the evolution he undergoes as a 
political activist, his growth is reflected in his poetry. 
Marlene Mosher's theory linking Madhubuti's development as 
an activist-writer to that of Frantz Fanon's theory 
pertaining to revolutionary development detailed in his 
Wretched of the Earth provides a sense of Madhubuti's 
evolution as a writer. As detailed in Chapter Four of this 
study, Fanon's discourse is useful because he was a source 
of theoretical inspiration for many political activists 
during the 1960's and 70's. In fact, Madhubuti often 
quotes Fanon in his earlier essays, as do many writers who 
were concerned with the obvious relationship between black 
nationalist ideology and Black Arts Movement art. 
Chapter Four outlines Mosher's three distinct phases 
found in Fanon's text: accomodationist, reactionary, and 
pro-black. In the first stage, the revolutionary tries to 
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"be white" but does not yet engage in writing poetry. This 
would explain his position as a junior executive and his 
overall desire to acquire material things that were 
unavailable to him during his impoverished childhood 
(Mosher 11). In his reactionary phase, Madhubuti exhibits 
a strong disassociation from the dominant culture. This 
anti-white stage explores his rage and contempt toward not 
only whites, but their value system and capitalism. During 
the last stage, the pro-black phase, Madhubuti draws from 
his inner strength and the combined strength of other 
struggling black poets(Mosher 1975, 16-20). 
Today, Haki Madhubuti is still an active member of 
organizations aimed at empowering black people throughout 
the Diaspora. In an interview for this study, he stated: 
Ideas, creative ideas, run the world. And that has 
always been my point. . . It's one thing to sit down 
and have the ideas, but it becomes another thing to 
take the idea from the written page and. . . implement 
it. That is what this has been about, implementation, 
(see Appendix) 
Madhubuti's work has not gained him much commercial 
success and academic praise. Perhaps it is his unyielding 
belief that the goal of black power and unity cannot be 
realized without great effort on the part of all blacks to 
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define themselves independent of western values and 
aesthetics. In Enemies: The Clash of Races, he states, 
. . .under the banner of being 'human' or 'spiritual' 
or 'ideologically correct' we meet, socialize and make 
'love' with our enemies. . .we blindly give our 
allegiance to governments, ideologies, religions or 
corporations that day to day meet our most elementary 
or physical needs, but these same governments, 
ideologies, religions, and corporations (who are all 
white) have never worked in the best interest of Black 
people. We push anti-Black concepts and values such 
as western individualism and capitalist or communist 
materialism and would break into a fever at the 
mention of anything Black. (Madhubuti 1978, 11) 
Of course, Madhubuti's beliefs were shared by many of 
the architects of the Black Arts Movement. In his essay 
"Black Art," Amiri Baraka discusses the importance of 
looking to one's culture as inspiration for one's art. He 
writes, "Art expresses the values of its creator--the 
values being whatever you think is good and what you think 
is bad. . . European art suggests European life. It is a 
manifestation of European values" (Baraka 1987, 23). Both 
Madhubuti and Baraka express a resistance to Western art 
and insist that black artist explore other points of 
reference--African, specifically. 
Similarly, Madhubuti's work, which often condemns 
western political concepts and aesthetics, has been hailed 
as "revolutionary" but often ignored within mainstream 
45 
academic scholarship. In The X-Factor Influence on the 
Transformed Image of Africa in the Poetry of Haki Madhuhuti 
and Sonia Sanchez9, Regina Jennings notes, "current 
scholarship and analyses of his work remain sparse. And 
critics consistently compare him to Amiri Baraka" (Jennings 
1993, 26). His insistence on working only with small, 
independent black presses has undoubtedly limited the size 
of his readership. He is focused, however, ever-willing to 
suffer the consequences of a refusal to compromise his 
purpose and values. 
Just as the architects of the Black Arts Movement 
insisted that Western values that perpetuate commercial 
success as the goal of the artist are dangerous to black 
artists, Madhubuti has made few concessions in his life and 
work. Instead, he has maintained that one's "outsider" 
status is often a safer, more advantageous space to occupy. 
It is a place of comfort, one in which his autonomy is not 
tested or challenged by mainstream capitalist values. He 
has occupied this space for his entire career, as both an 
artist and an entrepreneur. Refusing to be persuaded to 
allow large, white publishing houses to publish his work, 
he has maintained that 
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Out of the writers and poets who have emerged out of 
the sixties and essentially made a major contribution, 
I'm the only one who has not been published by white 
publishers. Not at all, or only when blacks do 
anthologies. . .In terms of books. . . one hundred 
percent of my books have been published by black 
publishers, (see Appendix) 
Madhubuti believes that education is an essential part 
of empowering any community. Children's sense of purpose 
and knowledge of history and current world issues are 
extremely important to the concept of black power. Thus, 
working as an educator is an example of his involvement in 
enterprises that empower the black community. 
Madhubuti's commitment to black liberation is evident 
in the Institute of Positive Education/New Concept School, 
an independent school of which Madhubuti is a co-founder. 
The school's innovative teaching strategies have become so 
popular that the school now offers teacher training 
seminars for educators from other schools who are 
interested in developing curriculum specifically for black 
students. This venture is another example of Madhubuti's 
loyalty to the empowerment of the black community. 
For Madhubuti, one's politics are important to one's 
sense of identity. His own personal involvement in 
political organizations is evident in his memberships and 
leadership roles dating back to the 1960s when he was 
47 
involved in the Black Power Movement and several 
progressive political organizations including the Congress 
of Racial Equality (CORE), the Student Non-violent 
Coordinating Committee (SNCC), and the Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference (SCLC). 
In addition, he is a former executive council member 
of the Congress of African People, and he recently served 
on the executive council for the historic Million Man 
March. Along with his participation in organized political 
activities, Madhubuti has traveled extensively as an 
advocate for political change. He has made frequent trips 
to Africa as a member of the African Liberation Support 
Committee and has been asked to speak all over the world 
including Asia and Africa. 
In his seminal essay "Black Art," Amiri Baraka states, 
"A way of life must be revolutionary" (Baraka 1987, 30). 
The Black Arts Movement artists fostered and were motivated 
by the belief that in the midst of political oppression and 
alienation, one must rely on one's culture and community as 
sources of strength and power. For Madhubuti, this is 
problematic if both are detrimental to the people, and if, 
as he believes, blacks' sense of culture and community had 
been tainted by the delusions and noxious value system of 
48 
the dominant western culture. As "pioneer" and "positive 
prophet," he has maintained for over thirty years a clear, 
steady commitment toward restoring and empowering black 
people. His activism and art are testimony to that 
commitment. 
However, Madhubuti's work is most appreciated within 
the context of the Black Arts Movement, for it is from this 
social movement that he begins to fashion a vision for 
black people, both in the U.S. and throughout the Diaspora. 
As the next chapter discusses, the architects of the Black 
Arts Movement, Madhubuti included, called for action on the 
part of blacks to stand up for empowerment and renewed 
appreciation for black culture. 
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NOTES 
1. Haki Madhubuti. Enemies: The Clash of Races. 
Chicago: Third World Press, 1978. This source will be 
referred to by parenthetical citations from here on. 
2. Richard Wright. Black Boy. New York: Harper and 
Row, 1969. 
3. OBACE was a Chicago-based organization that 
supported black artists in Chicago by holding writers' 
workshops and readings. Their Nommo {Noirmo. Chicago: 
OBAHouse, 1987) is an anthology of works produced over a 
twenty year period. 
4. For more information on The Congress of African 
People, see Amiri Baraka, ed. African Congress : A 
Documentary of the First Modern Pan-African Congress. New 
York: Morrow, 1972. 
5. Haki Madhubuti. For Black People. Chicago: Third 
World Press, 1968. This source will be referred to by 
parenthetical citations from here on. 
6. Haki Madhubuti. Don't Cry, Scream. Detroit: 
Broadside, 1969. This source will be referred to by 
parenthetical citations from here on. 
7. Third World Press was started to provide 
opportunities for publication for merging black writers. 
Many of the writers published by TWP had difficulty in 
getting work published by white-owned publishing houses. 
Madhubuti sees TWP as an example of his commitment to black 
art as well as the economic empowerment of the black 
community. 
8. The Institute for Positive Education has recently 
acquired a charter through the Chicago Board of Education. 
It is an independent school that bases its curriculum on 
African-centered teaching methods and social values. 
9. Regina Jennings. The X Factor Influence on the 
Transformed Image of Africa in the Poetry of Haki Madhubuti 
and Sonia Sanchez. Dissertation. Temple University. 
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1993. This source will be referred to by parenthetical 
citations here on. 
CHAPTER 3 
A CALL FOR ACTION 
An understanding of the birth of the Black Arts 
Movement and its early influences is helpful in 
understanding the poetics and political activism of Haki 
Madhubuti, particularly the reoccurrence of two themes in 
his work: black unity and black power. As an influential 
member of the Black Arts Movement and a Pan-African 
activist, Madhubuti's art and politics have been shaped by 
(and have helped to shape) the complexities of the Black 
Power Movement of the 1970s. 
As the artistic arm of the Black Power Movement, the 
Black Arts Movement in which Madhubuti participated is an 
extension of the modern Civil Rights Movement. The modern 
Civil Rights Movement grew into a mass movement in the 
1950s--an organized effort to abolish American legislated 
segregation and extend democracy to all U.S. citizens 
regardless of color. It was concerned with the separate 
and unequal treatment of African Americans, supposedly 
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citizens of a democratic society but denied many of the 
benefits and rights of such a society. 
As a freed people who had suffered the indignity of 
slavery for over 400 years in the Americas, blacks were 
denied political rights, forced to accept segregation, and 
considered second-class citizens. As well, blacks were 
denied access to adequate public education. In short, 
economically, socially, and politically, black Americans 
were a subordinate class forced to adhere to strict 
segregationist laws and customs, and to a caste system 
which prohibited them from attaining political, economic or 
social power. 
At the end of Reconstruction, Jim Crow laws made it 
impossible for blacks to enjoy most of the rights and 
privileges white Americans took for granted. From housing 
to employment, African Americans were considered America's 
underclass--its most impoverished, exploited labor force. 
In Martin and Malcolm and America, James Cone writes, 
as de jure segregation defined black life in the 
South, de facto segregation was a way of life in the 
North . . .As was true of the South, it seemed that 
everything that was good about America belonged 
disproportionately to whites and everything that was 
bad, the things which exploited humanity physically 
and mentally, fell mostly to blacks. (Cone 1991, 90) 1 
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The organized response to such treatment and status of 
black Americans resulted in what we now term the modern 
Civil Rights Movement. This movement was actually a 
continuation of black resistance, dating back to the Slave 
Era when many blacks resisted their social status via 
individual escapes and organized slave rebellions. 
This tradition of resistance to oppression was 
developed by varied components of black nationalism. 
William L. Van Deburg, in investigating the origin of black 
nationalism, states, 
Surely, essential groundwork for the development of 
black nationalist thought was laid whenever an 
unwilling exile began to (1) question and then reject 
their presumed status as 'inferior' vis-à-vis the 
whites; (2) recognize the need for interracial 
solidarity; (3) proclaim their intellectual 
independence; and (4) employ shared experiences with 
bondage, caste, and folk culture to shape 
countervisions of the racial future. (Van Deburg 1997, 
5) 
Beginning with the slaves who "somehow managed to 
forge an alternative worldview capable of supporting either 
a spiritual or 'national' liberation movement" (Van Deburg 
1997, 5), and the founding of the African Methodist 
Episcopal Church, to the Pan-African Conference held in 
London in 1900, black nationalism was a definite response 
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to the racism blacks suffered. Many organizations sprang 
up as a response to it. Van Deburg maintains that 
. . . Black freedom did not obviate the need for black 
nationalism. Indeed, for many of those disillusioned 
by the dashed expectations and failed promises of 
postbellum American life, this race-specific ideology 
served as an ideological lifeline, an empowering 
source of strength for the ongoing fight against 
segregation, disfranchisement and Ku Klux Klan- 
sponsored terrorism. (Van Deburg 1997, 10) 
Black nationalism experienced two peak periods, 
according to Van Deburg: the first coincides with World 
War I organizational efforts of Marcus Garvey and the 
Universal Negro Improvement Association; the second 
appeared as the Black Power Movement of the mid 1960s and 
early 1970s (Van Deburg 1997, 10) . It is the second from 
which this study of Haki Madhubuti's activist/artist role 
draws, for it is the impetus of the Black Arts Movement, a 
cultural-political movement which demanded a transformation 
of black life and culture (Van Deburg 1997, 10) . 
The shapers of the modern Civil Rights Movement 
insisted that blacks be allowed to participate equally in 
the country they helped to build. To ensure success, Jack 
Bloom, in his work Class, Race, and the Civil Rights 
Movement, writes, 
blacks had to overcome the patterns of action and the 
self-conceptions that decades, and even centuries, had 
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imposed upon them. In the course of the civil rights 
movement they made this profound change, and they thus 
transformed themselves. (Bloom 1987, 7) 
This movement was headed by black clergy and middle- 
class blacks who supported efforts to abolish the racial 
and class barriers that prevented them and their children 
from accessing the institutions (e.g. education) deemed 
important to economic and social mobility. 
Martin Luther King, Jr. became the primary leader and 
spokes person for the Civil Rights Movement, chosen because 
of his keen intellect, deep religious convictions, his 
charismatic personality, and public speaking skills. 
According to Bloom, "by the late fifties, King was emerging 
as the most important black leader in America." King came 
to represent "the new black spirit and came to be generally 
acknowledged as the black leader. . ." (Bloom 1987, 130). 
Just as this Civil Rights Movement began to gain 
momentum and support, fighting a stagnant social order and 
resistant, racist government, so, too, did a voice of black 
nationalism emerge personified in Malcolm X. An ex-street 
hustler and convict, Malcolm Little came to national 
attention through his articulation of the philosophy of the 
Nation of Islam, headed by Elijah Muhammad. Madhubuti was 
greatly influenced by Malcolm X's activist role in the 
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black community. That influence is reflected in his essays 
which condemn racist white Americans and further promote 
healthier lifestyles for blacks based on African values.2 
According to Theodore Draper, in The Rediscovery of 
Black Nationalism3, this religious, political, and economic 
organization, the oldest and largest contemporary black 
nationalist movement, came to be symbolic of black self- 
help and cultural nationalism within the black community 
(69) , and Malcolm X, its most celebrated spokesperson, 
became synonymous with black power and liberation because 
of his call for black Americans to act against the 
oppression they suffered because of a racist government and 
society. 
The Nation of Islam's response to the Civil Rights 
Movement now gaining momentum became a rallying cry for 
self-sufficiency and black pride. As leaders of the Civil 
Rights Movement and its affiliate organizations (Student 
Non-violent Coordinating Committee, the Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference, and the Congress of Racial Equality4) 
began to search for new ways of getting the nation's black 
youths interested in the Black Power Movement, a growing 
number of blacks--young and old--became fascinated with the 
Nation of Islam and its defiant stance against white 
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America. Headed by Elijah Muhammad, the Nation of Islam 
recruited heavily in prisons and urban ghettos, appealing 
to black men who had been oppressed by racism and drugs, 
offering hope and promising a brighter future in the name 
of Allah. 
The Nation of Islam, like the Civil Rights Movement 
itself, was associated with a dynamic speaker whose message 
was challenging at times as well as empowering. Malcolm X 
became a proponent of black power as he refused to beg 
whites for integration and insisted, instead, that black 
Americans rely on self-determination, defiance, and nation¬ 
building. According to Cone (Cone 1991, 95), Black civil 
rights leaders, preachers, and politicians started to take 
notice of him and some even went to hear him at Harlem 
rallies. 
Black Americans now had another leader, one who 
angrily and unapologetically pointed the finger at the 
contradictions in American idealism and practice and at the 
inhumane treatment blacks suffered as impoverished, 
undereducated, exploited second-class citizens. Malcolm's 
articulation of black frustration and his call for self- 
determination led to a renewed sense of black pride and 
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cultural nationalism that would become the foundation of 
the Black Arts Movement. 
Though many events and ideologies merged to form the 
Black Arts Movement of the 1960's and 70's, the most 
important contributing factors which led to its emergence 
include, first, the surge of the Modern'Civil Rights 
Movement against Jim Crow and American hypocrisy regarding 
democracy; second, the rising voice of Malcolm X and others 
who demanded that blacks assert themselves within a 
nationalist identity; third, the eventual murder of both 
Martin Luther King, Jr. and Malcolm X, and the subsequent 
attempt to repress the Civil Rights Movement by the 
government; and finally, the progression of the Black Power 
Movement from a demand for civil rights to a demand for 
power. This demand was headed by young leaders--some of 
whom preceded Madhubuti--such as Stokely Carmichael, Amiri 
Baraka, Kwame Toure, and H. Rap Brown. 
As a result of these things, an artistic movement was 
fueled by the mass movement for civil rights, yet shaped by 
the demand for affirmation of an African American identity. 
In short, the Black Arts Movement grew out of the Modern 
Civil Rights Movement and the Black Power Movement, in part 
as a response to Malcolm X's call for self-determination, 
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self-respect, self-reliance, self-defense and his demand 
for black power to determine their own lives. 
Regarding black nationalism and its role within the 
black community, Komozi Woodard, in A Nation Within A 
Nation, argues that 
the evidence suggests that the roots of the politics 
of Black cultural nationalism may be found at the 
pivotal moment when small groups of students, artists, 
and intellectuals drew together four political stances 
into the ideology of Black cultural nationalism. 
(Woodard 1997, 51) 
Woodard's four stages include, first, identification of the 
destiny of the black freedom movement with the fate of 
revolutionary movements in Cuba and in the Congo; second, 
identification of Malcolm X as the central paradigmatic 
figure for black self-transformation; third, in the 
aftermath of Malcolm's death, a pioneering of the Black 
Arts Movement, led primarily by grass roots, working-class 
activists and progressive middle-class intellectuals; 
finally, linking the fate of the black freedom movement to 
political momentum generated by the black urban uprisings 
of the 1960s (Woodard 1997, 51). 
Woodard's first stage introduces the importance of 
black nationalist politics as part of the youth struggle 
for black liberation. The demand for black power was a cry 
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for blacks to wake up and take control of their 
communities. Indeed, many of the leaders of this movement, 
including Haki Madhubuti, Stokely Carmichael and Amiri 
Baraka, were very moved by other liberation struggle taking 
place in the world during the 1950s and 60s. These young 
black intellectuals and artists engaged in what John Henrik 
Clarke has called "The New Afro-American Nationalism." In 
short, Clarke asserts that (qtd. in Cruse 1984, 354) "as 
distinct from the more publicized Nation of Islam movement, 
this new nationalism was [seen through the idealistic 
future created by] a new, young generation [which was] born 
in the late 30's. ..." 
During the 60s, young black revolutionaries, like 
Madhubuti, were "actually coming of age into a great 
intellectual, political, creative and theoretical vacuum" 
(Cruse 1984, 355). Many espoused the belief that only the 
incorporation of black power ideology into the lives and 
political activities of blacks would benefit the black 
community. Their black nationalist stance was manifested 
into the "black power" slogan used by countless 
organizations which sprang up in the midst of the 60's and 
70's. Stokely Carmichael and Charles Hamilton argue in 
Black Power: The Power of Liberation in America: 
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Black Power recognizes--it must recognize--the ethnic 
basis of American politics as well as the power- 
oriented nature of American politics. Black Power 
therefore calls for black people to consolidate behind 
their own, so that they can bargain from a position of 
strength. (Carmichael and Hamilton 1967, 47) 
The attraction to black power on the part of the young 
generation was very evident. The concept itself was 
mesmerizing, encouraging them to bravely stand up in the 
name of cultural pride and survival. According to 
Carmichael and Hamilton, the advocates of so-called 
Black Power reject the old slogans and meaningless 
rhetoric of previous years in the civil rights 
struggle. The language of yesterday is indeed 
irrelevant: progress, non-violence, integration, fear 
of 'white backlash,' coalition. (Carmichael and 
Hamilton 1967, 50) 
Black power politics were concerned with government 
control over education and economic development, among 
other things. Activists like Madhubuti insisted that 
blacks would have to take control of their own communities 
and re-evaluate the goals of the black community as a whole 
within white America. Some called on the government for 
more funding for community-based programs and improvement 
of education. Others were focused on integrating the 
system with black politicians who would speak and act on 
behalf of the black community. Van Deburg explains, "they 
established guidelines for endorsing candidates and 
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discussed ways of pressuring white officeholders into 
supporting black initiatives" (Van Deburg 1997, 136). 
Amiri Baraka, in his speech to the Congress of African 
People, stated, "The nationalist must be the spine of the 
body of the Black nation" (qtd. in Van Deburg 1997, 153) . 
This insistence on participation involved more than just 
rallying and demonstrating. It was a call to arms, a call 
to the revolutionaries to act, not merely theorize. It was 
a passionate cry for work and dedication that most artists 
responded to when they began to see themselves and their 
work as instruments of change. Madhubuti responded by 
writing essays that questioned the goals of the black 
middle class and promoted black power and unity within a 
Pan-African context. 
Komozi Woodard's third assertion--that the Black Arts 
Movement was made up of grass roots, working-class 
citizens--brings one to the impetus of the Black Arts 
Movement, as some blacks interested in carrying on the 
legacy of resistance turned to art to communicate their 
demand for social change and black empowerment. 
This merger of working-class artists, political 
activists, and intellectuals (Madhubuti falls under each 
category) took place between 1967 and 1974 on a national 
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scale in cities such as Chicago, New York, San Francisco, 
Los Angeles, Milwaukee, Detroit, St. Louis, and 
Philadelphia. 
As stated earlier, many of the participants of the 
Black Arts Movement saw Malcolm X as a leader who had 
articulated so much of the anger blacks felt as a result of 
a racist government. Some believed that waning civil 
rights leaders were more interested in pacifying whites 
than demanding black power. Jack Bloom writes: 
the anger that was articulated by Malcolm X reflected 
the wounds that had been rubbed raw in the Northern 
black population. They had seen the brutality of 
Southern police and of those who flagrantly and 
successfully violated the law. . . four young black 
girls were killed and Malcolm's anger rang out. (Bloom 
1987, 197) 
In looking to Malcolm X and his role as a national 
leader, as inspiration, the younger participants of the 
Black Arts Movement were certainly impressed with Malcolm's 
political savvy, as well as his cultural pride. Here, 
then, was someone who, even after his death, stood for the 
very values that would lead an entire cultural, artistic, 
political movement. 
This influence and the scores of black artists now 
interested in looking inward to their own heritage, 
culture, and traditions would be the impetus to the black 
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aesthetic component of the Black Arts Movement. That is, 
artists demanded a new, non-European aesthetic by which 
they could judge their art. The insistence that blacks 
create such an aesthetic was yet another example of 
empowerment. 
Much of the path Madhubuti eventually traveled had 
already been paved by Amiri Baraka. A prolific leader of 
the Black Arts Movement, Amiri Baraka assumed "the stature 
of the people's hero and rebellious outlaw. . ." and became 
"the symbolic heir to Malcolm, the 'Malcolm X of 
literature'" (Sollors 1997, 1) . Amiri Baraka was the most 
significant artist of the Black Arts Movement not only 
because of his strong political activism, but also because 
of his stance regarding the need for cultural affirmation. 
As Woodard states, 
Because of the power and popularity of his cultural 
and political leadership. . . Baraka's development 
into cultural nationalism became one of the most 
striking and influential models for self 
transformation in the Black Power movement. (Woodard 
1997, 4) 
Baraka's insistence that black art be distinctly black 
and not rely on white critics for validation was indeed 
just what the young black cultural nationalists needed. 
For them, black art was not just a weapon of resistance, 
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but a method of communicating one's cultural aesthetic, of 
affirming one's own culture and challenging the notion that 
the dominant culture's Western aesthetics was superior. 
This would become one of the most important tenets of the 
Black Arts Movement and the a key factor in discourse 
surrounding it: the black aesthetic. 
As the Black Power Movement gained momentum, and the 
concept of black power became familiar to millions of 
Americans, both black and white, so, too, did the concept 
of the black aesthetic gain popularity amongst black 
artists nationwide. In Baraka: The Renegade and the Mask5, 
Kimberly Benston writes, 
Whatever the particular nuances of each theorist's 
case, the 'black aesthetic' discussion represents not 
only a desire to locate those traits which constitute 
a definite black style, but also an attempt to define 
the ways in which black artists can best employ their 
style in the people's interests. (Benston 1978, 41) 
Addison Gayle and Hoyt Fuller, early leaders in 
defining and urging black writers to employ the black 
aesthetic, argued that "the final assessment of the work 
must be in terms of its affective quality, its ability to 
be utile as well as dulce" (Benston 1978, 41) . Thus, the 
black aesthetic, for many artists, proved indispensable as 
they were engaged in creative activity led by a black 
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nationalist agenda. Figures such as Askia Toure, Daniel H. 
Watts, Sterling Plumpp, Johari Amini, Ed Spriggs and others 
were encouraged by Baraka and Madhubuti to work from a 
cultural objective, one rooted in their own culture instead 
of the dominant culture. In "Towards a Black Aesthetic," 
Hoyt Fuller explains the "journey" young black 
intellectuals took during the Black Arts Movement : 
Just as black intellectuals have rejected the NAACP, 
on the one hand, and the two major political parties, 
on the other, and gone off in search of new and more 
effective means and methods of seizing power, so 
revolutionary black writers have turned their backs on 
the old 'certainties' and struck out in new, if 
uncharted, directions. They have begun the journey 
toward a black aesthetic. (Fuller 1972, 3) 
Such searching was essential to developing a consciousness 
that would eventually lead Madhubuti away from European 
aesthetics and worldview in search of one more aligned with 
his African heritage, as seen in Madhubuti's early poetry.6 
Larry Neal, cultural critic and leading advocate of 
the black aesthetic, wrote in "The Black Arts Movement" 
that 
A main tenet of Black Power is the necessity for Black 
people to define the world in their own terms. The 
Black artist has made the same point in the context of 
aesthetics . . . the main thrust of his new? breed of 
contemporary writers is to confront the contradictions 
arising out of the Black man's experience in the 
racist West. Currently, these writers are re¬ 
evaluating western aesthetics, the traditional role of 
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the writer, and the social function of art. (Neal 
1968, 293) 
Neal goes on to quote Madhubuti (then still known as Don L. 
Lee) and his insistence of turning away from the white 
canon of masterpieces to a black canon. Neal wrote, 
"Implicit in this re-evaluation is the need to develop a 
'black aesthetic . . .we advocate a cultural revolution in 
art and ideas'" (Neal 1968, 293). Through his use of Black 
English and non-traditional spelling, Madhubuti revolted 
against white Western aesethetics.7 
Despite success among those young artists willing to 
challenge the status quo in art and politics, the Black 
Arts Movement was not without its critics. William Banks, 
in Black Intellectuals : Race and Responsibility in 
American Life8, points out that Ralph Ellison saw the black 
aesthetic as reductive because the richness and complex 
nature of black life could not be exhausted by simple 
slogans. He maintains that Ellison believed 
black life in the United States had produced many 
distinctive cultural products, but rather than 
emphasize their separateness, Ellison stressed their 
pervasive influence on American culture. (Banks 1996, 
198-9) 
According to William Banks, noted artist Albert Murray 
also agreed that American blacks were the quintessential 
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shapers of American culture and that sociologists and 
politicians reduced the richness of black culture to a few 
problematic political points (Banks 1996, 199). And yet 
Larry Neal, who is often associated with formulating a 
theoretical component in the discussion of black art and 
the black aesthetic, wrote, "there is no need to establish 
a black aesthetic. Rather it is important to understand 
that one already exists. The question is: where does it 
exist? And what do we do with it?" (qtd. in Fuller "A 
Survey" 1972, 35)9. 
To summarize, the Black Arts Movement provided a means 
of expression for cultural nationalists like Madhubuti 
whose agenda included empowerment of black America and use 
of art as a practical component of political activism. 
Madhubuti and his contemporaries forged new ideologies, 
reshaped old political theories, and expanded the Western 
concepts concerning art which in their view had, like many 
other Western concepts, stifled African Americans' 
individual and cultural expression. 
Whether one agrees with the political and theoretical 
changes Black Arts Movement artists imposed, it is clear 
that this period marked an inevitable change in American 
culture and its race relations. Furthermore, it signaled a 
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beginning in undermining the domination of Western-defined 
aesthetics in black art and helped produce a space in which 
black artists could explore their blackness, their 
Africaness, while still maintaining a sense of dignity and 
intellectual growth. In the interview for this study, 
Madhubuti remarked, 
If you didn't have the Black Arts you wouldn't have 
had a Toni Morrison. . .You wouldn't have these 
independent black schools. You wouldn't have these 
serious African-centered churches around here today. . 
.This movement had a tremendous influence , not only 
nationally but internationally. (see Appendix) 
The Black Arts Movement's effect on the work of 
Madhubuti would prove extremely influential given his 
simultaneous involvement in political organizations and the 
movement. In addition, his experiences as a child in an 
impoverished Detroit made him ripe for political activism. 
Like so many young black males, Madhubuti had discovered 
early in life that his gender and race were barriers in a 
racist white patriarchal society. 
Any real progress for blacks, he concluded, would only 
come from commitment to an African-centered ideology which 
sought to empower the black community. Madhubuti not only 
pledged an allegiance to such ideology, but also used his 
art to explicate and promote it. Specifically, his early 
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poetry reflects his yearning to address black Americans to 
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CHAPTER 4 
THE POETRY OF EMPOWERMENT 
Haki Madhubuti's debut as a black nationalist poet 
came when he penned his first work, a collection of poetry 
titled Think Black! Poetry became Madhubuti's weapon of 
choice to oppose the oppression to which black people fall 
victim. In the late 60's, he and other black artists, such 
as Sonia Sanchez, Nikki Giovanni, and Kalaamu Ya Salaam1, 
insisted on promoting an aesthetic in their own image and 
interest. As Larry Neal stated, black art is "the 
aesthetic sister of the Black Power concept" ("Some 
Reflections" 1972, 272)2. These artists would use their 
work to rebel against the ideologies which oppressed black 
people worldwide: racism, capitalism, and Western 
aesthetics. 
In addition, Madhubuti used (and continues to use) his 
art to develop practical solutions to political, social, 
and economic oppression blacks face. According to Larry 
Neal, "the artist and the political activist are one" ("And 
Shine" 1972, 22). 
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The role of cultural artist demanded personal 
maturation and sincere commitment to the struggle for black 
liberation. He could not simply be an artist divorced from 
the political struggle in which blacks were engaged. 
Instead, he believed that his position as artist, one who 
records the images, hopes, and reality of the masses, 
demanded he commit himself to political activity. 
Stephen Henderson asserts that poetry from the Black 
Arts Movement ". . .[was] informed and unified by the new 
consciousness of Blackness" (Henderson 1973, 183) . 
Henderson concludes that poets writing during the 60's 
"began the painful task of self-examination and self¬ 
purgation as prelude to the construction of a Black 
Aesthetic, a Black value system, a Black Nation" (Henderson 
1973, 183) . 
Madhubuti reflects Henderson's journey and his 
development as a black nationalist in his poetry. His work 
reveals the painful process of first recognizing his own 
anger, then forming his astute solutions to the problems 
plaguing black America. Perhaps that is what separates him 
from many other cultural activists/artists--that inherent 
in his work is a sense of eternal optimism and practical 
application. In short, his poetry challenges blacks to 
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realistically examine their condition, then act to change 
it . 
Moreover, Haki Madhubuti articulates solutions through 
the use of a "revolutionary poetic voice"--a voice which 
demands change in attitude, self-perception, and in actions 
amongst black people. Over time this voice, like the 
artist himself, becomes more astute and self-assured-- 
becoming a voice which directs and challenges his readers. 
In the poetry, this voice is both critical and comforting, 
often reflecting a leader/member persona of the black 
community simultaneously. 
Similarly, it is through development of this poetic 
voice that Madhubuti has remained loyal to the concept of 
artist as political agent, using his art to incite black 
unity and power. In fact, as Madhubuti's personal politics 
become clearer, so does his poetry, growing from what 
Marlene Mosher calls his early "reactionary" poetry to the 
more polished, self-assured poetry which was published in 
the 70s through the nineties. 
In New Directions From Don L. Lee, Marlene Mosher 
argues that Frantz Fanon's pattern for revolutionary 
development, as articulated in The Wretched of the Earth, 
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can be used to track Madhubuti's development as an artist 
and activist. She states, 
Lee's organic, progressive development follows the 
general 'pattern' for revolutionary development that 
was earlier described by Frantz Fanon in Wretched of 
the Earth, and this steady movement has taken him to 
the opposite extreme from what was, before he began to 
write poetry, essentially an inarticulate, 
accommodationist position on the controversial subject 
of White racism. (Mosher 1975, 9) 
Mosher categorizes Madhubuti's early poems (those published 
between 1965-73) into Fanon's three periods: an early 
escape period (here she states that because he secretly 
wanted to be white, he did not write at all, thus 
unconsciously silencing himself through his desire to be a 
part of the mainstream, not revolutionary). This first 
stage was not reflected in the writing, since there wasn't 
any, but rather in his unconscious denial of the 
socialization he had undergone as a black person in 
America. 
The second stage is the reactionary period, whereby he 
opposes white culture in his work. Finally a more 
confident, mature and true revolutionary pro-Black 
spokesman/artist emerges in the third stage. This reflects 
Madhubuti's development as both artist and activist. Such 
a parallel is important given the simultaneous growth he 
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undergoes as he moves from a "colonized African" to a 
revolutionary willing to use his art as political weapon. 
Mosher's periods constitute his evolution as a writer 
as well as his political activism. Mosher clearly sees a 
cyclical pattern to that evolution: "The appearance of 
this fifth volume brought [Madhubuti] full circle; from 
being an insecure denier of his Black self, Lee had become 
a mature, confident, and fluent revolutionary spokesman for 
black people throughout the United States" (Mosher 1975, 
10) . 
In addition to the early poetry, Mosher's revision of 
Fanon's stages as they pertain to a revolutionary poet can 
be applied to Madhubuti's present work as well. For 
typical of committed activists, he has continued to explore 
solutions which can be used to empower and unite blacks 
throughout the Diaspora. Indeed, what one finds in his 
evolution as poet and activist is a concentrated effort to 
move from limited political activity (African Americans' 
issues only) to a more Pan-Africanist scope in which he 
seeks power and unity of blacks throughout the Diaspora. 
According to Mosher, in the first stage (the escape 
period), Madhubuti was not conscious of the oppressive 
systems--capitalism, racism, classism--which restrict him 
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and other blacks. Despite his family's poverty, Madhubuti 
was not so much concerned with challenging these systems, 
but rather using them for his own personal survival . As a 
result, he was not concerned with articulating (through 
literature) his any anger toward such systems, but rather 
with maintaining them for his own advantage. 
Thus, he worked various jobs, eventually seeking 
security in corporate America. Becoming part of the 
capitalist workforce was deemed inevitable at this stage; 
he was concerned not with changing the system, but rather 
with becoming part of it. In response to his family's 
poverty and mother's addiction, Madhubuti set his sights on 
attaining power within the very system which disempowered 
blacks both politically and economically. 
During this first stage, according to Mosher, 
Madhubuti, still seduced by Western aesthetics, "... 
published no early accommodationist, or 'conventional,' 
poetry; however, Mosher points out that this is anagolous 
to Fanon's first stage of decolonization " (Mosher 1975, 
11) • 
In The Wretched of the Earth, Frantz Fanon asserts 
that the accommodationist is usually silent (Fanon 1963, 
222), though some do eventually write in traditional 
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European style. Although Madhubuti was not writing during 
this first period, it is clear that his lack of desire to 
defy European traditions led to a silencing which did not 
permit him to seek resistance. That is, the fact that he 
was not moved to write or protest speaks to his acceptance 
of capitalism and other Western systems. 
For Madhubuti, writing was not a goal, as it did not 
appear to lead one toward financial success. Once he 
entered military service, however, and began to see the 
fear whites had of black revolutionary literature, he 
understood the effective power of language. The reaction 
he received from an army sergeant when he discovered 
Madhubuti's copy of Paul Robeson's memoirs indicated to him 
that black revolutionary literature was indeed feared--that 
literature could be used as a weapon of resistance. This 
revelation, and his subsequent desire to become a writer, 
catapulted him into Mosher's second stage--the reactionary 
period. 
The early collections, (Think Black'., Black Pride, For 
Black People, Don't Cry, Scream, We Walk the Way of the New 
World, Directionscore, Book of Life) , which date from 1967- 
73, show Madhubuti acting as both spokesperson for and 
critic of the black community, chastising those who wear 
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their blackness like a trend and praising those who 
celebrate their culture through words and political 
activity. In addition, he calls for institution building, 
overall black empowerment, and rejection of corrupt Western 
values and capitalism in these poems. Throughout all of 
this early poetry, however, is a distinct celebration of 
culture, where the poems' speakers articulate a black 
nationalist pride which seeks a dialogue with readers. 
Following Ron Karenga's Kawaida3, a cultural value 
system based on seven principles, Madhubuti would express 
an urgency for change in blacks' attitudes, actions, and 
loyalty to a black nation. Karenga argued that "for Black 
Art to truly be in the image and interest of Black people 
to whom it owes its existence and inner thrust, it must be 
informed, inspired and judged by social criteria as well as 
an aesthetic criterion" (Karenga Kawaida Theory 84). 
According to Ransaw4, this criterion--evolved from 
Kawaida--was rooted in 1) the traditional role of art in 
African society; 2) the discussions by advocates of the 
committed-art school during and before the 60s; and 3) a 
Kawaida perception of the demands of Black life and 
struggle (qtd. in Karenga Introduction to Black Studies 
1982, 397). Thus, Madhubuti's poetry acts as an outgrowth 
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of such criteria in that its dual purpose appears to be 
concerned with black power and unity. 
Think Black! would be the first of many books of 
poetry and essays by Madhubuti which examine the dilemmas 
of race relations, black power, and black unity in America 
and the world at large. Grounded in a strong desire to 
express his rage toward the dominant culture's use of race 
as a means of oppression, Madhubuti, then Don L. Lee, began 
to write poems intended to cause blacks to actually change 
their "slave mentality" or colonized thinking--to think 
through a new concept of self at the center of which race 
acts as a positive descriptor. Furthermore, these are 
poems which, according to Annette Shands5, 
reflect his chosen language; they coincide with his 
recognition of the task of a Black poet in that they 
absorb Blackness rather than negate it, impart a 
segment of his whole message, summon Black people, his 
intended audience, invoke the intended response in 
that they incite action to change practically 
everything rather than choke with passive acceptance 
of the way things are. (Shands 1972, 110) 
Shands' comment is important in understanding 
Madhubuti's use of the revolutionary voice in early works 
of poetry, for the poet was very focused on his intended 
response: to incite black readers to act. He wanted them 
to change--not only their own individual lives, but the 
community of blacks as a whole. In short, he wanted to 
increase black power through his art. 
The book's title is evidence of Madhubuti's purpose: 
he is calling for black power and action while insisting 
that before such action can occur, there must be a change 
in self-perception and values. Blacks, in other words, 
must change their definition of what "blackness" is. For 
Madhubuti, blackness is equated with positive images, often 
African, and stands opposite to the negative connotations 
white America has assigned it. Thus, blackness is to be 
revered, celebrated, and embraced, not altered, degraded or 
shunned. Again, this idea of blackness stems from a black 
nationalist perspective, thus illustrating the marriage of 
art and political ideology. 
In Think Black! Madhubuti challenges a mentally 
colonized people to see beauty in their culture rather than 
negate it. As a result, Think Black!, published by the 
independent black-owned Broadside Press, marks the 
beginning of Madhubuti's call for psychological change in 
the black man, woman and child. 
As a still-colonized working man nearing the end of 
Mosher's stage of accomodationist, Madhubuti in Think 
Black! reflects on the time in his life when he benefited 
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from being light-skinned. This is expressed when Madhubuti 
writes, "I,/at one time/loved/my/color--/" (1-5) because it 
"opened sMall/doors of tokenism" (6-9). Mosher points out 
that the same poem contains Madhubuti's condemnation of his 


















Here he denounces the accommodationism from which he 
suffered prior to becoming enlightened about the importance 
of black nationalism or unity. His confession is wrought 
with the guilt he felt for having taken advantage of color 
discrimination, of having benefited from something that 
explicitly separates him from other blacks and demeans all 
blacks. 
In addition to a period of accommodationism in which 
one does not write, Fanon also asserts that Afrikans, even 
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those who have grown up in America, should seek an Afrikan 
culture and affirm their hereditary bond with that Afrikan 
culture (215). Similarly, any attempt to operate from an 
African frame of reference is in line with decolonizing 
one's mind and opening up new possibilities for breaking 
away from white rule. This, in addition, helps to insure 
the acquisition of power on the part of black people. 
For Madhubuti, this is also an important step in 
establishing a black cultural political base. Mosher 
points to his introductory remarks in Think Black'. : "Black 
art will elevate and enlighten our people and lead them 
toward an awareness of self, i.e., their blackness. It 
will show them mirrors. Beautiful symbols" (Lee 1967, 2). 
Part of the goal for many involved in the Black Arts 
Movement was to encourage a sense of pride in the black 
community, to invent images and symbols which would promote 
a healthy black pride in every black man, woman, and child. 
This is directly related to the agenda of the black 
cultural nationalists who believed that "culture is 
something a people create themselves" (Karenga "Kawaida" 
14). It is easy to assume that during the early stages of 
his career, Madhubuti wanted to use his poetry to add 
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positive symbols and images to black culture, thus 
strengthening the black nation. 
However, in Think Black! he offers few positive 
images; instead, he simply recognizes the practices and 
concepts which defeat black America mentally and 
politically. This collection falls short, then, in 
promoting a true revolutionary voice, for it cannot provide 
the solutions needed to solve black America's problems. 
Yet there is the beginning of a voice which offers 
solutions, though not as fine-tuned as in subsequent 
volumes. In Think Black'. Madhubuti insists that blacks 
reorient themselves and accept their own culture instead of 
white, mainstream culture. He emerges, according to some 
critics, a cultural stabilizer whose mission is to 
reintroduce values from which blacks can develop 
independent of destructive European ones. 
This is in accord with Fanon's patterns for 
decolonization. Mosher asserts that Madhubuti, then, has 
dissociated himself from the mainstream of White American 
literature because he asserts his Blackness first and his 
status as a poet second (Mosher 1975, 17). That is, he 
proposes that black power can be acquired if blacks work 
from an anti-white perspective. 
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The second phase in Mosher's theory of evolution is 
that of the reactionary. This phase includes production of 
harsh, anti-white poetry which exposes white America for 
what it really is: an oppressive anti-black force which 
uses racism to destroy black unity and power. Think Black! 
is more "a volume of 'reaction' than a volume of 'action'; 
as such it concerns itself more with the destruction of 
established White values than it does with the construction 
of new Black values" (Mosher 1975, 17) . 
Therefore, this first collection stands at the 
crossroads of accomodationism and reaction whereby 
Madhubuti's novice revolutionary voice begins to speak of 
issues pertaining to strengthening the black community, 
while simultaneously acknowledging white dominance by way 
of reacting to its threatening stance toward black power 
and unity. 
As Larry Neal states in "The Black Arts Movement" that 
black art is not protest art in that it does not concern 
itself with the very power that oppresses black people 
(Neal 1968, 2) . That is, Madhubuti does not effectively 
begin as a true revolutionary artist with Think Black'. 
because of his attention to addressing whites. 
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It is in Madhubuti's second volume of poetry, Black 
Pride (1967), that one hears a clearer revolutionary voice 
which promotes black unity and pride than in the first 
volume. Having first sounded the alarm in Think Black! 
that blacks must first see themselves as beautiful, despite 
European value systems which deny this, in Black Pride 
Madhubuti seeks to invoke black pride in readers by making 
their own unique African culture. In short, he spends less 
time chastising white culture and lashing out at the racism 
manifest in whites' domination of political, social, and 
economic systems. 
Again, there is an angry voice which cries out against 
the results of the dominant culture's imposition of 
traditions onto the black community. Yet he focuses on the 
black middle class in particular, as in "The New 
Intégrâtionist," for seeking separation from black working 
class and poor people. The speaker rejects such notions of 











The poem strongly suggests not only a difference in 
being black and being Negro, but also the hope on the part 
of the speaker to unite the two factions within the black 
community. A Negro, according to many black nationalists, 
accepts European values and thus acts against the 
incorporation of African ones, despite his black skin 
color. 
As a developing black nationalist whose work in 
political organizations brings him toward a more complex 
understanding of politics and race dynamics, Madhubuti 
reflects his disdain of blacks who seek white approval. 
Black Pride does, however, voice Madhubuti's concerns 
about the lack of power--economic, political, and social-- 
in the black community. Such concern is a hallmark in his 
progression as a writer and activist. In "The Only One," 
the sense of powerlessness that blacks in corporate America 
feel is articulated by the speaker: 
I work days, (9 to 5) 
in the front office 
of a well-known Chicago 
company. 
They call me an 
EXECUTIVE-- 
but we, 
you and I, 
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know the 
Truth. (1-4, 22-28) 
The revolutionary voice of the speaker articulates an 
understanding that despite the position, title, and 15 
years of service, s/he is simply a pawn in white corporate 
America's game. Madhubuti's critique of Affirmative Action 
here is compelling, given the supposed opportunities it 
affords blacks. He is not convinced that an office and 
title are the solution to blacks' dearth of economic power. 
The poem's last lines, "but we,/you and i,/know the/Truth," 
are especially profound because they imply a bond between 
the speaker and the black reader. Madhubuti's poetry, 
always intended to cause action on the part of the reader, 
vividly details the speaker's problems with the reader. By 
example, he asks readers to reflect on their own 
experiences and desires, to rethink their own "security" in 
white corporate America. 
Following the theory Fanon ascribed to the decolonized 
revolutionary, the voice in Black Pride falls under the 
category of one who 
has dissociated himself from the mainstream of White 
American literature, by asserting his Blackness first 
and his status as a poet second; he has assumed his 
responsibility as being a positive-image maker for his 
fellow Black people. (Fanon 1963, 17) 
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Again, we come back to positive images, those which will 
help build a strong black community, those which will 
replace white Western images that negate blackness. 
However, like Think Blackl poems, most of the poems in 
Black Pride are concerned with recognizing the problems 
blacks face in white America--capitalism, dress, values, 
etc. These poems do not yet provide a true revolutionary 
voice, one concerned with solutions. This does not mean 
that Madhubuti's work has not evolved. On the contrary, 
the revolutionary voice in these poems is more solid, less 
reactionary. He is clearly more confident in his writing 
style, and though his subject matter is similar to the 
subject matter in Black Pride, one senses a more mature 
cultural critic at work. In "The Primitive" he writes: 
taken from the 
shores of Mother Africa, 
the savages they thought 
we were-- 
they being the real savages. 
christianized us. 
roped our minds with: 
t.v. & straight hair, 
reader's digest & bleaching creams, 
Those alien concepts 
of whi-teness, 
the being of what 
is not. (1-5, 10-13, 18-21) 
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The poem speaks of the horrors of slavery, not in 
terms of the physical abuse blacks suffered, but more in 
terms of the psychological war that was waged. Again, 
Madhubuti focuses on cultural nationalism, strengthening 
the black community through rejection of white Western 
values and whites' images of blacks. 
As black nationalist Ron Karenga states in The 
Quotable Karenga6, "the revolution being fought now is a 
revolution to win the minds of our people" (Karenga 16). 
Cultural nationalists are concerned with re-writing history 
to make black Americans understand their true place and 
history in America. Then, and only then, can nation 
building begin. 
It is Madhubuti's third volume of poetry that moves 
him into Mosher's third and final stage of evolution: pro¬ 
black. Finally, having gone through accomodationist and 
reactionary stages, the now seasoned activist emerges more 
mature, ready to work on solutions and positive change in 
the community. He appears to be more focused, ready to act 
as a leader in this volume. 
Though the first two volumes are concerned with the 
same subject matter--black power--Don't Cry, Scream is more 
concrete in providing positive black images and plans for 
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action--guaranteed change. In this volume, he does not 
simply describe the problems blacks face in America; 
rather, his revolutionary voice seeks to move his readers 
toward collective action. The title suggests the thrust of 
the volume--that action, not passivity, is needed. 
In "A Poem to Complement Other Poems" he states: 
change. 
like if u were a match I wd light u into something 
beauti¬ 
ful . change. 
change. 
for the better into a realreal together thing, 
change, from 
a make believe 
nothing on corn meal and water. change. (1-7) 
This poem's strong request that blacks change their 
behavior and attitudes is echoed in the black cultural 
nationalist agenda. Only through change, 70's black 
cultural nationalists believed, can black power and unity 
be acquired. 
Many of these nationalists urged blacks to become 
politically active, while others maintained that in order 
to establish more unity, a change in cultural values was 
first and foremost important. Thus, Karenga's Kawaida was 
widely accepted as it established a set of Afrikan-based 
cultural values which would replace Western ones. 
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Like other black cultural nationalists, Madhubuti 
promoted a black value system by incorporating the ideas of 
black unity and power into his art. 
Both Amiri Baraka and Madhubuti espoused a common 
belief that black artists should promote African-based 
values in their art. If they chose to do otherwise, the 
art would reflect an acceptance of white, Western 
aesthetics which they believed have proven detrimental to 
the black community for decades. 
Madhubuti's speaker in "A Poem to Complement Other 
Poems" comments on passive blacks who want to assimilate 
into American society while rejecting black nationalist 
politics: . .a negro: some-/thing pigs eat" (27-28). 
Though harsh, the speaker is concerned with reproving those 
blacks who accept European values over African ones. 
Again, Madhubuti is clearly in line with the tenets of 
the Black Arts Movement when illustrating the harm of such 
assimilation. This is a departure from the two previous 
volumes, especially in the descriptors used for those 
blacks who align themselves with white culture. The negro 
was a threat to black unity in Black Pride; s/he is equated 
with a lowly animal in Don't Cry, Scream. 
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In the poem "Hero," Madhubuti articulates the 
hypocrisy of assimilation: 
little willie 
a hero in 
the american tradition. 
a blk/hero. (4.1-4) 
The subject of the poem, Little Willie, is a black veteran 
who dies for his country only to receive his medals 
posthumously. Madhubuti tells the reader of the various 
medals Willie received (e.g. purple heart, good conduct 
medal) to illustrate the point that blacks, regardless of 
their accomplishments and acceptance of American values, 
are always at risk of being denied justice. Little 
Willie's death is symbolic of the obstacles and ostracism 
blacks face daily in America, despite their sacrifices and 
willingness to contribute to the nation's freedom. 
Mosher points out that "the real significance of his 
stated poetic credo in Don't Cry, Scream is. . .that it 
reveals a new confidence on [Madhubuti ' s] part that the 
course he has been following all along really is the 
'right' course for the modern Black poet to take" (Mosher 
1975, 29) . 
This brings up the importance of the black poet or 
artist in a cultural revolution. Many Black Arts Movement 
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artists believed the role of the artist was defined not by 
his/her artistic merit as much as his/her blackness. One's 
art, that is, brought one closer to the activism which was 
imperative to the Black Power Movement's success. 
Madhubuti made his role as artist/activist very clear 
in Don't Cry, Scream. His revolutionary voice urges the 
black masses to change their ways, using his poetry as a 
medium or messenger. In doing so, he demonstrates the use 
of black poetry, which he states should "negate the 
negative influences of the mass media" (Lee 1969, 15) . 
Madhubuti continues to exist within Mosher's final 
stage of evolution in his fourth volume of poetry, We Walk 
the Way of the New World (1970) . Mosher argues, "the 
essential difference between [his] third and fourth volumes 
. . .is not one of kind; rather, it is a difference of 
degree" (Mosher 1975, 31). That is, Madhubuti continues to 
promote more direct messages and solutions for the problems 
plaguing the black community, yet he moves into more 
sophisticated and complex messages and imagery. 
The book is divided into three parts: black woman 
poems, African poems, and New World poems. Each section, 
he writes in the introduction, "is part of the other: 
Blackwoman is African and Africa is Blackwoman and they 
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both represent the New World" (Lee 1970, 20). This 
illustrates a more focused revolutionary voice which still 
seeks change, but is more succinct and assured than in 
earlier collections. 
This specific interest in arranging the poems in a 
strategic format is supported by the poet's claim that, 
again, the Western world and its values have corrupted 
black Americans. He insists that by accepting "the 
European frame of reference," blacks' standards of beauty 
have been tainted, thus creating an anti-black standard of 
beauty. As a result, blacks have learned to hate 
themselves because of their African features--hair, color, 
lips, eyes, etc. 
A poem which demonstrates such self-hatred amongst 
blacks is "Blackman/An Unfinished History." He attempts to 
explain the transformation blacks went through upon 
becoming Americans, thus losing their African values: 
we acquired a new ethic a new morality a new 
history 
and we lost 
we lost much we lost that that was 
we became americans the best the real 
and blindly adopted america's heroes as our own 
and minds wouldn't function. (1.17-22) 
The poem asserts that in becoming "Americanized," blacks 
lost important parts of themselves, including self-respect 
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and pride in their own heroes and culture. As a result, it 
became commonplace to imitate whites in regard to beauty 
standards (blond hair and blue eyes as the ultimate beauty 
descriptors) and artistic aesthetics (European forms and 
theory for writers, musicians, dancers, etc.). 
In "Soft, Hard, Warm, Sure" Madhubuti calls attention 
to the black woman, depicting an image of her which 
contradicts the demeaning stereotypes that are often used 
to depict her, stereotypes which are often perpetuated by 
blacks themselves as they continue to accept whites' 
perception of them and internalize a self-loathing, 
particularly of the black woman. Madhubuti writes of the 
black woman: 
soft: the way her eyes view her children. 
hard: her hands; a comment on her will. 
warm: just the way she is, jim! 
sure: as yesterday, she's tomorrow's tomorrow. (1-4) 
In this poem he portrays the many facets and strengths of 
the black woman--mother, worker, lover, and future of the 
black race--simply and subtly. In doing so, he lifts her 
from the historical degradation that has influenced the way 
blacks and others around the world treat her. As many of 
the Black Arts Movement writers will attest, part of 
promoting a black nationalist agenda in art involved an 
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effort on the part of the writers to rid the black 
community of its self-hatred and infuse a cultural pride 
which countered racist stereotypes of blacks. 
Unlike his earlier volumes of poetry, this fourth 
volume is more sure and crafted with attention to eloquent 
language. In these poems, one finds a more mature poet 
whose visions of a powerful and united black nation are 
clearer and stronger because of the subtlety found in the 
poetry. He no longer needs to plead with white America or 
chastise blacks like an angry parent. 
This volume, in its cry against a Western slave 
mentality, is in many ways a less aggressive collection 
than the former volumes, yet is more powerful in its 
revolutionary message. As Larry Neal states in "The Black 
Arts Movement," 
the [black] writer must accept the responsibility of 
guiding the spiritual and cultural life of his people. 
He must begin to evolve his technique and forms in 
light of the black community's needs. (Neal 1968, 24) 
In short, readers of We Walk the Way of the New World 
are introduced to what will come if they adopt the 
principles of black power and unity as detailed in this 
volume. Readers are told that in the new world, 
new prizes are 
to be given 
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we ran the dangercourse. 
now, it's a silent walk/a careful eye (3.28-31) 
We Walk the Way of the New World is filled with 
assurance that blacks can look forward to a new world, one 
filled with African values, devoid of self-hatred and 
degradation. In "The End is the Real World," he creates a 
perfect ending/beginning: 
it is a new day and the sun is not dead. 
the air is clean. men & women are able to love. 
young blk/poets take direction from older 
blk/poets & 
everybody listens. (1,9,18-19) 
The poem's vision of the future for blacks is filled with 
positive, pro-black imagery. There will be, accordingly, 
black love between black men and women, as well as 
communication amongst the generations. This can only be 
done, however, if there is a purging of European values and 
American materialism. 
Finally, Madhubuti has come full circle in Fanon's 
cycle of development. This volume marks the beginning of 
many works which remain focused and complementary to a 
highly evolved concept of black unity and power. That is, 
these concepts become more than mere rhetoric aimed against 
whites; they become complex weapons with which blacks, once 
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clear of the political, social, and economic forces working 
against them, can use to enter a new world of self- 
determination, self-respect, and self-reliance. 
In 1971 Madhubuti published Directionscore: Selected 
and New Poems. This collection includes poems from the 
first four volumes of poetry along with five new poems. As 
Mosher states, "because Lee's [Madhubuti] intention in 
Directionscore was to provide positive direction, he 
carefully culled most of the negative poems that had 
appeared in his first two volumes" (Mosher 1975, 56). This 
work continues to follow the direction of the last volume 
as it applauds those who work toward a positive, new world 
for blacks, and criticizes those who negate it. In 
"Positives: For Sterling Plumpp" he writes: 
didn't u know u were lost brother? 
confused hair with blackness 
thought u knew it before the knower did, 
didn't u know u lost brother? (2.10-13) 
The speaker chastises those who attempt to exist 
outside of their black culture are lost because they resist 
their blackness. Though this is a familiar message by now, 
Madhubuti's use of language and poetics, fused with a 
seasoned political career, challenges readers to not only 
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comprehend the "negro mentality" but reconcile it within 
themselves. 
Other poems in this volume indicate Madhubuti's 
evolution from the earliest volume published in 1969. The 
poems Madhubuti chose to include in this collection, those 
from earlier works, are a clear indication of his growth, 
but fail to take a "new stance" according to Mosher (Mosher 
1975, 10). It is clear that he selects poems that show him 
as a mature poet, one who had passed through political and 
artistic phases. For example, he includes a poem about 
black women (e.g. "A Poem For Black Women"); a poem which 
detail black heroes (e.g. "Malcolm Spoke/Who Listened"); 
and a poem which showcase his satiric humor (e.g. "A 
Message All Black People Can give & Negroes Too"). 
Nevertheless, this collection marks his earlier growth 
and a period of reflection where he stands at the end of 
his growth cycle from reactionary to cultural stabilizer. 
Directionscore offers little direction, but rather displays 
the poet's early poetry and the journey he has traveled. 
Though the title is misleading, as Mosher argues, it is not 
the poet's intention to use the collection as a map for the 
future, but rather a musical score which reflects the 
direction he and many other liberators had traveled in the 
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name of black liberation. With this, he would "direct 
Black people to better life by providing them with a kind 
of poetic score which shows the various roles to be filled 
by Black world-shapers" (Mosher 1975, 20). 
Madhubuti's sixth volume of poetry, published in 1973, 
is titled Book of Life. Mosher's scholarship does not, 
however, include this volume as her work ends with the 
fifth volume of poetry. But if he achieved a level of 
maturity and focus in We Walk the Way of the New World, 
then one finds that Book of Life reflects a particular 
realism that many 60s poets had to endure as their 
colleagues suddenly turned up dead or missing. 
By 1973, many of the groups so important to the Black 
Power Movement felt the sting of government crackdowns and 
the effects of rampant drug abuse. Though the Black Power 
Movement was still strong in its efforts to incite demands 
for improvements in the black community, black artists 
began to channel their energies toward less visible 
activities, such as teaching, scholarship, parenting, and 
working as administrators of social programs they fought 
for in the late 60's. It is important, though, to note 
that many continued to produce art and remained politically 
active. 
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Madhubuti's sixth volume brings him into a stage in 
which the acceptance of African values (and rejection of 
destructive European ones) is maintained and still used to 
empower others. This is found in Madhubuti's forward to 
Book of Life. He writes, 
This work comes at a difficult time in our lives. 
Comes at a period when we, as a race, are under much 
weight and can smell and feel the call of death in our 
very midst. (Madhubuti 1973, 129) 
Consequently, he calls for unity amongst blacks. But this 
volume does more than merely speak of the need for unity; 
it demands it. The poetry is more than simple black power 
rhetoric by now so familiar in other Black Arts Movement 
writers' works. Instead, these poems are a wake-up call 
for those who have become wayward in their work as 
revolutionaries. They remind the readers that only through 
consistent discipline and work toward black unity can true 
nation building begin. He writes, "We have become our own 
worst enemy--a cliche, yes, but oh so true" (Madhubuti Book 
of Life 1973, 3). 
Madhubuti criticizes those black artists who have 
become the traitors. The revolutionary voice found in his 
earlier works is more cynical and resentful here. As 
expected of any black revolutionary, Madhubuti has by now 
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grown tired of those who do not work toward black power and 
unity. These poems seem to have come from his frustration 
as Madhubuti is ready to see the tangible response to his 
previous urging and spiritual messages. He wants more 
economic prosperity via black-owned businesses, revitalized 
black communities, Afro-centric schools, etc. 
Though he has worked consistently to promote these 
things in his own life, there is a sense of disappointment 
of others who do not heed the call. Not only is he 
frustrated with black artists and common folk, but also 
with white establishments that have denied blacks the 
opportunities and rights they have fought for during the 
Black Power Movement. 
In "We Are Some Funny 'Black Artists,'" he writes 
about the hypocrisy found in white publishing houses that 
exploit the black revolutionary writers and their cause: 
random house and double day publish the 
"militant black writers" 
who write real-bad about the 
"money-hungry jew" and the "power-crazed 
irishman." 
random house and double day will continue to 
publish the 
"militant black writers" 
while the 
"militant black writers" 
who write real-bad about white people 
can't even get a current accounting of their 
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royalties from random house or double day 
and black nation-building never crossed their 
minds. (1-5, 12-17) 
Madhubuti's frustration is also found in this volume 
in poems like "Hooked," in which he writes of the growing 
drug problem which paralyzes the black community and makes 
black nation building almost impossible: 
the only time 
the brother is sober is 
when he tryin to 
find another 
high. (1-5) 
The speaker in this poem is not as sympathetic as are 
those in earlier works. Instead, the "brother" is seen as 
an accomplice in his own demise, not a victim of some 
social ill. 
Madhubuti separates those who can't be counted on to 
achieve black unity and power in "Afrikan Men." He writes 
of two groups : those who 
... have learned 
not to trust the easy music 
not to trust the processed food 
not to trust the comfortable compromise, 
have learned 
that love will not stop the enemies of the world 
(3.15-18) 
Here, the speaker makes the distinctions between blacks who 
are committed to the struggle for power and unity, and 
those who are not. This is also an indictment against the 
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assimilated "negroes" found in earlier poems who believe 
the lies America promises under the guise of "equality." 
Afrikan men, according to the poem, are smarter. They know 
that "if a rat is chewing at yr baby's skull/you don't 
negotiate you/kill it" (3.22-25). 
Perhaps the most practical poem in Book of Life is 
"Life Poems," a series of ninety-one quotable lessons for 
black Americans. These lessons range from advice for 
living spiritually ("meditation is needed and necessary"), 
intellectually ("knowledge is like water/it is nourishment 
for those who seek it"), and physically ("choose your food 
as you choose your friends") . This series of lessons 
echoes Madhubuti's essays, as he attempts to move away from 
the poetic voice toward a more spiritual/scholarly voice. 
Thus, the sixth volume demonstrates Madhubuti's 
acceptance as a cultural stabilizer who continues to 
denounce anything which is destructive to blacks and their 
future. Sometimes alone, sometimes with the collective 
assurance of others, he continues to use his poetic voice 
against the very systems that endanger black life and 
culture. 
By the time the seventh volume of poetry, Earthquakes 
and Sunrise Missions7, was published, Madhubuti had begun 
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writing essays and had not published a book of poetry for 
twelve years. Published in 1984, it is comprised of 
several poems which echo earlier poems in that they demand 
change in and for the black community. 
The difference, however, is in the lack of urgency 
found in these works. That is, the poems in Earthquakes 
are more cerebral, less spontaneous than Madhubuti's 
earlier poems. Yet they still fall into the last stage of 
evolution in Mosher's revision of Fanon's stages. In this 
volume we find the poet working from a philosophical frame 
of reference, asking readers to think about their 
relationships with others, to concentrate first on 
strengthening those relationships so that nation and 
institution building are possible. 
In "Message" we hear a more thoughtful voice asking 
the reader to work toward liberation: 
We can do what we work to do 
measure stillness and quiet 
noise is ever present. 
if we are not careful we will not 
hear the message 
when it 
arrives. (4.22-8) 
These poems contain a pensive, wiser voice which does not 
demand, as in the earlier poems, but rather suggests and 
leads by example. By now, Madhubuti has over twenty years 
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experience as an activist, entrepreneur and teacher. He 
draws on that experience and seeks to communicate with his 
readers in "Expectations" : 
trust people 
one by one 
the darker they come 
the more you can give your heart, 
their experiences most likely are yours (2.12-16) 
Though the poem essentially promotes black unity and trust, 
its speaker does not shout these themes at the reader; 
instead, the speaker seems to offer these themes as 
suggestions for those willing to listen. It seems 
Madhubuti has now accepted that he will not reach everyone, 
that his message may not be as accepted as expected, but 
that those willing to listen can be guided toward new 
missions, new directions. 
Though this chapter is primarily concerned with 
Madhubuti's early poems (those published from 1967 to 
1971)as they fit into Marlene Mosher's use of Fanon's 
phases, it is important to mention works published during 
the late 70s, late 80s and throughout the 90s, specifically 
the following essay collections: Killing Memory, Seeking 
Ancestors (1987) , Black Men (1990) , Claiming Earth (1994) , 
and Groundwork (1996). 
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Groundwork is seen as yet another pause, like 
Directionscore, in which the poet selects certain poems 
from previous collections. Yet Groundwork illustrates the 
continuation of his artistic and political evolution, as he 
stands thirty years after the first collection, Think 
Black!, a stronger and wiser poet/activist. 
Still concerned with the same tenets of the Black Arts 
Movement reflected in earlier works (e.g. black economic 
development, social and political change through rejection 
of anti-black values, etc.), he writes in the preface to 
Groundwork : 
The work here, in all of its bone-bracing energy, is 
the result of a life lived as a poet-activist, 
political person, freedom fighter, businessman, family 
man, and institution builder. This work should be 
read and understood in a historical and cultural 
context . . .My environment is critical and 
essential to my understanding of the world and my 
(our) place in it. (Madhubuti Groundwork 1997, xxiv) 
Thus, the inclusion of poems which focus on black political 
consciousness from Think Black!, Black Pride, Don't Cry, 
Scream, We Walk the Way of the New World, and Earthquakes 
and Sunrise Missions reflect his attention to his political 
agenda, his understanding of the disparity blacks face 
because of economic and social oppression, and his need, 
thirty years after the first volume was published, to 
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concentrate on the strongest messages found in those early 
works. 
The few new poems included in Groundwork reflect 
Madhubuti's concern for a variety of themes. In "Too Many 
of Our Young Are Dying," he writes of the death of black 
children whose lives are lost to the violence of the 
streets and drugs: 
our children, in the millions 
are dropping from the trees of life too soon, 
their innocent hearts and bodies 
are forced to navigate within modern madness 
searching for life and love 
in the basements of a crippled metropolis (2.5-10) 
Madhubuti points the finger at adults who have allowed 
black children to grow up loveless, desperate for attention 
and left wandering. He warns, "we must never stop 
listening to their stories & songs" (3.15) . 
The new poems in Groundwork do not seem to have a 
specific theme or determined message as found in the 
earlier collections. However, they do demonstrate his 
maturity in form and control of language. These poems come 
from a wiser poet who is still passionate about empowering 
black communities, but is able to deliver his messages in a 
more assured and stronger voice. 
In "Magnificent Tomorrow's" (also from Killing Memory) 
he reminds the reader of the importance of black women: 
as the women go, so go the people, 
determining mission, 
determining possibilities. 
stopping the women stops the future. 
to understand slavery, feel the eyes of mothers. (3.7- 
9, 4.10-11) 
Madhubuti's subject matter also evolves into a less 
critical look at himself. Though he wrote about himself in 
the first phase of Mosher's evolution theory (the 
accomodationist stage), the latter works reveal a more 
self-assured voice. Now he writes not as reaction to 
oppression and inequality, but rather as a wiser, 
experienced revolutionary who knows the past was necessary, 
even if it did not yield the expected changes in both self¬ 
perception and institution building in the black community. 
This voice is articulated in "White People Are People Too" 
in Claiming Earth: 
it is in me to grow 
to walk among vegetation and cultures, to think, 
it is in me to see that pain is colorless 
it is in me to value the differences of theirs. 
(5.24-27) 
This patient speaker suggests not anger or condemnation, 
but rather positive direction and spiritual uplift. This 
is a departure from the earlier poems in Think Black', and 
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Black Pride. What is found in the latter works is a 
calmer, relaxed speaker who has been to battle and is 
willing to pass on his experiences while remaining 
optimistic about the future. 
Other themes explored in the later volumes include 
family and the significance of children's safety and 
happiness. In "Too Many of Our Young Are Dying" 
(Groundwork) he states: 
when our children 
do not share their young pain 
it is a sign of our closed ears and punctured 
hearts 
do not misread the silences in their eyes, 
they are seeking sunshine from us (4.16-20) 
What we see in the last five volumes is a less 
confrontational approach to achieving black power and 
unity. These poems reflect Madhubuti's improvement in 
poetic writing, as well as his confidence and wisdom. 
Having risen from the role of naive young revolutionary to 
experienced political organizer and theorist, his art has 
evolved, yet still expands his original themes of black 
unity and pride. In an interview for this study, he 
explained, 
I think that in terms of skill, craft, and writing, 
obviously you don't just stand still--you develop. I 
think you can look at Groundwork and see that all the 
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way through . . .Maturation is there. Subject matter 
has pretty much been the same, (see Appendix) 
The most obvious difference in these latter volumes is 
his approach to these themes. Madhubuti begins to focus on 
the particular components of black nation building (love, 
marriage, family, ancestors) instead of simply alluding to 
them. In the latter volumes, more emphasis is placed on 
specific areas readers can improve in their individual 
quests toward liberation. 
Instead of insulting "negroes" and attacking white 
power structures (as in his earliest works), he discusses 
the harmful effects Western life can have on blacks: "we 
are short memory people,/too willing to settle for artless 
resumes of/rapid life brief prayers cappuccino/our young 
adapt to contemporary clothing without question,/as we fail 
to acknowledge brilliance among us" (1.1-5). He asks 
readers to think about their lives in profound ways so that 
they are equipped to change their lives. There appears to 
be more emphasis on the individual's personal struggle for 
change and direction than in earlier works, perhaps since 
the Black Power Movement is over and many revolutionaries 
have by now passed on to solitary, less massive political 
activities. 
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Poems dedicated to leaders from the past like Malcolm 
X and Hoyt Fuller, as well as living legends like Gwendolyn 
Brooks and countries in the midst of war like Rwanda, are 
also found in these latter works. Again, the political 
theorist is at work, using poetry as his vehicle to educate 
and inspire action among readers. He finds a need to 
remember and pay homage to these great leaders of the past 
who will still influence the future. In this sense, 
Madhubuti still acts as leader, both spiritual and 
cultural, in that he passes the wisdom of the ancestors on 
in his work, acting as a quiet catalyst of change. 
These later volumes extend what Mosher found in We 
Walk the Way of the New World. That is, Madhubuti shows 
clear signs of growth in these volumes as he continues to 
investigate and critique, to expose and honestly question 
that which stands in the way of black unity and power. In 
the forward to Killing Memory, he writes, "It is in poetry 
that I have learned to communicate best. After fourteen 
books published in a twenty-one year period, I have become 
a poet" (Madhubuti 1987, 3) . 
Though the content of Madhubuti's poetry is a clear 
demonstration of his evolution as a revolutionary, as seen 
through Mosher's revision of Fanon's stages, an examination 
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of his stylistics is also beneficial. For one of the Black 
Arts Movement's writers' goals was to manipulate language, 
to own that which was used against them, to instill new and 
challenging signs and symbols into the art. Thus, one must 
look at the use of language and form, as well as content, 
to truly understand the early poetry of Haki Madhubuti. 
From the first volume, Think Black!, to more recent poetry 
in Groundwork, one can find significant changes in language 
and poetic form. 
It is Madhubuti's early use of Black English (BE) and 
fusion of music and literature that will be analyzed in 
this chapter. Together they, along with his poetic style 
(signaled by his use of lower case letters and diction) 
mark the most significant components of his work, 
components which he used in early works to promote messages 
of black unity and power. 
For many Black Arts Movement artists, use of the folk 
vernacular was important, as it symbolized validation of 
black culture, regardless of its apparent difference from 
mainstream white culture. In fact, use of the vernacular 
was seen as a rebellious act, one that, legitimatizes black 
language, which helps black artists legitimize black 
culture. 
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According J.L. Dillard, . .in the years after World 
War II, desegration, Negro rioting, and Black Power 
agitation forcibly brought Black English, along with other 
black cultural patterns, to the attention of whites" 
(Dillard 1972, 112). But for the Black Arts Movement 
writers, the intention was to speak to the masses (the 
black masses) via the language of the masses. Thus, it was 
quite logical to incorporate (BE) into the literature of 
the Movement. 
Madhubuti was one many poets who advocated the use of 
black language as a weapon of resistance. In Think Black! 
he states, 
The Black writer learns from his people and because of 
his insight and 'know how' he is able to give back his 
knowledge to the people in a manner in which they can 
identify [emphasis mine]. . . (Lee 1967, 2) 
Therefore, the use of (BE) was both a stylistic choice on 
the part of the writer, as well as a political statement in 
that Madhubuti clearly distinguished European culture with 
Standard English from Black culture with Black English. 
His early poetry reflects this distinction as he uses it to 
teach and encourage black unity and power. 
Although Madhubuti seeks to communicate with the black 
masses in a manner which they can understand, his poetry is 
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only peppered with (BE) and black slang. That is, his 
poetry is not written exclusively in (BE) , but rather he 
incorporates some characteristic (BE) grammar. For 
example, in "But He Was Cool" he states, "woooooooooooo-jim 
he bes so cool" (3.16). The use of "jim he bes" is typical 
in (BE) in which the verbal form "be" can bear the 3rd 
person present tense suffix. This is one of the 
differences between Standard English and Black English. 
According to Dillard, "verbs in that category are 
marked for the ongoing, continuous, or intermittent quality 
of an action rather than for the time of its occurrence" 
(43). Thus, in Madhubuti's poem, the speaker explains that 
the person is habitually "cool," or unhurried and relaxed 
in his disposition. 
Instead of focusing on writing in dialect, Madhubuti 
develops a style which defies Standard European poetic 
forms and, thus, expectations. He abbreviates words (e.g. 
"yr," "Uj" "blk"); separates words with hyphens (e.g. "whi¬ 
te"); and creates new words (e.g. "yellowblack"). In doing 
so, he constructs a poetic style which is in line with the 
rich oral tradition found in African American culture, one 
in which language serves a function and is flexible and 
117 
fluid enough for the speaker to stray away from the 
traditional grammar and still be understood by readers. 
In addition, he incorporates onomatopoeic words like 
"KA BOMMMM" and "BAM BAM BAM" to incite energy into the 
works, infusing them with sound and the fervor of the 60s 
political activity. He also begins to move toward lower 
case lettering with word that "traditionally" (according to 
English orthography) would be capitalized. For example, he 
writes, "i" and "america" ignoring the usual capitalization 
of such words. Again, this is an attempt to resist white 
tradition and create new black forms from which black art 
can emerge. 
The poem, then, becomes symbolic of artistic 
resistance to European aesthetics. The use of black slang 
and (BE) grammar, too, becomes Madhubuti's weapon to 
"destroy Faulkner, dick, jane, and other perpetrators of 
evil" (Madhubuti Think Black! 1967 2). Yet Madhubuti does 
not stop there--he incorporates more than language 
differences in his work. He begins to rely on jazz as 
form, a way of weaving sound into the poetry while 
validating another black art form. 
Stephen Henderson8 asserts that there are ten types of 
usage in black poetry. One of these types is the 
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"practice, with considerable variety, of forcing the reader 
to incorporate into the structure of the poem his memory of 
a specific song or passage of a song, or even of a specific 
delivery technique" (Henderson 1973, 52). Madhubuti 
achieves this with "Don't Cry, Scream," a tribute to John 
Coltrane, when he uses an "instrumental style anchored in 







& high with 
feeling 
letting(7.61-64) 
The poem both celebrates black culture, "your music is 
like/my head--nappy black/a good nasty feel. . (1.29- 
31), as well as it creates black music. As Henderson 
states, "the sound, in effect, becomes the persona 
[emphasis his]" (55) as the sound of Coltrane is spiritual, 
real, and whole, much like the person Madhubuti strives to 
be/discover. 
Madhubuti's style evolves from Think Black1, to 
Groundwork as he unapologetically uses folk poetry and 
language to articulate his political and spiritual agendas. 
His is poetry that teaches as well as inspires. Thus, we 
find that as he moves toward a true revolutionary voice 
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that is able to present solutions instead of describing 
problems, he moves away from fragmented words, experimental 
poetic forms, and (BE). By Groundwork, his latest 
collection of poetry to date, Madhubuti has all but 
abandoned these components and opts for more "traditional" 
style, a style more in line with Western poetic forms. 
Though his content is still focused on black unity and 
power, along with love and family, he does not include the 
signature lower case lettering,slashes, and innovative 
wording found in the earlier volumes. 
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CHAPTER 5 
TOWARD A THEORETICAL APPROACH: THE ESSAYS 
As Madhubuti turned away from poetry and toward essay 
writing in the early seventies, his role as activist/artist 
continued to evolve, expressing his growing understanding 
of Black Nationalism and political theory. As with his 
poetry, Madhubuti's essays expressed his concern for the 
black community through a combination of black nationalist 
political theory and his own solutions to the black 
community's economic and social problems. 
In 1973 he published From Plan to Planet, a collection 
of essays aimed at informing readers of actual life changes 
they could make to motivate black people "toward the 
working of and building of Afrikan minds and institutions 
that will deal systematically and sensibly with the 
problems of Afrikan people. . ." (Madhubuti 1973, 15). In 
1978, he moved toward publishing essays concerned with 
practical political theory in Enemies: The Clash of Races. 
Both collections were published by Third World Press, and 
both focus on the plans or actions advocated at the end of 
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the poetry cycle wherein he proposes changes in black 
lifestyle and mentality as a weapon of resistance and 
liberation. These collections were followed later by 
Earthquakes and Sunrise Missions (1983), which contains 
both essays and poetry, and Black Men: Young, Obsolete, 
Dangerous (1990), perhaps his best collection of essays to 
date, which examines the difficulties black males face in 
America as they struggle to survive despite drugs, 
violence, and racism. Through these collections, Madhubuti 
has managed to use the social essay to continue his pursuit 
of challenging Western, capitalist systems of oppression 
and advocate African-centered philosophies and lifestyles 
for black Americans. 
In the interview for this study, Madhubuti explained 
why he turned away from poetry toward essay writing: 
. . .We had gone through all this pain, all this 
disruption, all this murder in our community. Our 
community had been flooded with drugs, businesses 
pulled out, so Book of Life for me was saying 'how do 
we hold on?' How do we keep going? So that. . 
.poetry was very much a part of what I felt was an 
answer, but at the same time I knew there had to be. . 
. concrete directives, (see Appendix) 
The essays were a chance to reach people in a 
different, more politically charged way than the poems 
could. He knew that despite the popularity of his poetry, 
123 
there were concepts about Pan Africanism and black 
nationalism that could only be expressed through prose. He 
stated in the interview for this study: 
In some sense they're [the essays] theoretical pieces 
but in another sense they're not theory because they 
are what we've been trying to do for the last four or 
five years. But I realized too that there is a whole 
segment of black people out here who do not read 
poetry, may not even get to the poetry but would pick 
up a book of essays. (see Appendix) 
Thus, the turn to essays was rooted in a strong desire to 
continue his work as an activist/artist, to send to black 
readers messages that would empower them politically, 
socially, and economically. 
As Mosher points out, Madhubuti is certainly not 
unique in his use of the essay as a vehicle for liberation. 
In fact, she points out, one of the leaders of the Black 
Nationalist Movement of the 1960s, Amiri Baraka, also 
understood the value of social literature. Baraka, along 
with other black nationalists such as Marcus Garvey, 
Malcolm X, Maulana Karenga, and Addison Gayle, understood 
the importance of asserting political opinion, strategy, 
etc., in the form of the essay. 
What distinguishes Madhubuti from other black 
nationalists, however, is his focus on the socialization of 
black people in the U.S. and their acceptance of culural 
revolution as a necessary step toward building a black 
nation. That is, unlike Marcus Garvey, Malcolm X, Maulana 
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Karenga, and Amiri Baraka--four of the most influential 
black nationalist leaders of the 20th century--Madhubuti's 
discourse is less concerned with building national 
political structures for black Americans than with 
developing their consciousness based on an African-oriented 
value system to better equip them for surviving as a nation 
(black minority) within a nation (white majority America). 
This, he wrote, could be accomplished through cultural 
awareness, embracing African value systems, rejecting 
Communist political ideology, and building black 
institutions. 
The use of the social essay helped Madhubuti map out 
his plan for "everyday folk" who might otherwise dismiss 
his ideas as stated or inferred in his poetry. His goal 
was to lay out a plan for other black nationalists as well 
as the lay person--to identify problems and solutions that 
could enhance the lives of the majority of black Americans 
who would remain in America. 
Unlike Garvey, who advocated a "back to Africa" 
campaign in the 1920s, Madhubuti's ideas center on 
equipping black Americans with a black nationalist agenda 
useful in America. Garvey, notes Henry Louis Gates, 
insisted that "everybody knows that there is absolutely no 
difference between the native African and the American and 
West Indian Negroes, in that we are descendants from one 
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common family stock" (Gates et al 1998, 976) . Madhubuti's 
essays, however, assert that there is a major difference: 
culture. Garvey's insistence that Africans and African 
Americans have a common bond that allows for the return of 
African Americans to Africa is countered, in part, by 
Madhubuti, who insists that black Americans have been 
alienated from their African heritage, forced to accept 
Western values which inherently teach them to hate all that 
is African. In From Plan to Planet, he states, "We, along 
with our parents and their parents, have, consciously and 
unconsciously, internalized the values of our oppressor 
[white Americans] to the point that we are himself" 
(Madhubuti 1973, 14). 
The thesis for this first collection of essays is 
geared toward nation-building. As he gradually moved into 
the last phase of the Fanon/Mosher phases of evolution (as 
detailed in Chapter Four of this study), Madhubuti's essays 
continue to operate from the premise of a need for an 
African-based lifestyle that stresses a value system devoid 
of Western values or ethics. For it is Madhubuti's 
contention that Western values which have corrupted African 
Americans, separating them from their African ancestry and 
other blacks throughout the Diaspora, including Africa. 
Madhubuti's thesis in From Plan to Planet is focused 
on African Americans' acceptance of European value systems 
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which have led them to regard anything that is not European 
as "alien to us, and considered unnatural" (Madhubuti From 
Plan 1973, 14) . As a result, most blacks reject African 
names, rituals, beauty aesthetics, language systems, and 
dress among other things. This has led, he argues, to 
blacks being irresponsible--especially in their use of 
drugs and acceptance of poor education. He states, "We 
have ceased to be responsible to ourselves, to our race, 
and to our children" (Madhubuti From Plan 1973, 14) . 
From Plan to Planet is broken into three sections 
which discuss topics ranging from "Life-Studies," "The 
Black Arts," and "Worldview." The first section "examines 
the proper role of the Black individual, in relation to the 
local Black community in which that person functions" 
(Mosher 1975, 70). He includes the following logic: 
People define themselves in accordance with their own 
values using tradition and reason that is uniquely 
theirs. . .Japanese from japan [sic] call themselves 
Japanese, Europeans from Europe fit their identities 
to the appropriate sub-nations of Europe. . .and 
Afrikans from Afrika should call themselves Afrikan 
regardless of their differences. (Madhubuti 1973, 26) 
Thus, African Americans should live their lives as Africans 
who reside in America, yet reject corrupt American customs 
and values which contradict African ones. For example, 
Madhubuti advocates the need for Afrikan education in this 
section. He maintains that blacks' minds, lifestyle, and 
collective vision have all been shaped by education. 
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Because Europeans have re-ordered the world and 
consequently triumphed (through brute strength and mental 
manipulation), African Americans must take charge of the 
education process their children undergo. 
Such criticism of Western values and the need to 
incorporate the Nguzo Saba are based on Maulana Karenga's 
Kawaida theories regarding value systems. In fact, 
Madhubuti's work does not originate new ideas concerning 
values systems, but relies heavily on Karenga's theories as 
he applies them to his own understanding of social 
consciousness among blacks. Though Karenga's US 
Organization1 was focused on incorporating alternative 
values and rituals for blacks (alternative in that they 
were African-based instead of Western-based), it is clear 
that Madhubuti uses Karenga's concepts as a foundation for 
his own solutions, thus utilizing Karenga's theories as 
Karenga intended. 
In this first collection of essays, Madhubuti 
questions black educators' ability to teach black children. 
He writes, "it has become increasingly clear that 'black 
educators' are not going to provide the direction needed to 
save the minds and creative spirit of our children" 
(Madhubuti From Plan 1973 35). Therefore, black educators 
must start with a black value system that is reinforced in 
the homes of students. He believed this new system, again 
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rooted in Kawaida, would empower both teacher and student, 
connecting both to an Afrikan-centered worldview that 
affirms instead of negates blackness. 
It is not until readers are half-way through the 
collection that the definition of Madhubuti's proposed 
"black value system" is given. Based on the Nguzo Saba, 
Madhubuti's black value system is based on Afrikan 
tradition and reason. The seven principles (unity, self- 
determination, collective work and responsibility, 
cooperative economics, purpose, creativity and faith) are 
"absolutely necessary" for all blacks, according to 
Madhubuti (From Plan 1973, 80). He states that 
incorporation of these values will lead to stronger black 
organizations and ultimately to black institutions. 
However, this is also Karenga's original purpose of the 
principles. He states that black nationalists ". . . 
realize that we cannot totally transplant African Culture 
in an American context; therefore, we must adjust our 
traditions to fit and facilitate our movement in America" 
(qtd. in Madhubuti, From Plan 1973, 30). In fact, he 
refers to Karenga throughout the essay titled "A Black 
Value System: Why the Nguzo Saba?" His reference to 
Karenga is telling in that it reveals a continuum of black 
nationalist theories passed from one activist to another. 
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Karenga and Madhubuti are not the only nationalists to 
refer to the Nguzo Saba2 in political theory. Mosher points 
out that there are differences between Madhubuti's 
application of one of the Nguzo Saba, ujamaa3, and Julius 
Nyerere's (Tanzania's first black president and African 
socialist) understanding of it. Nyerere, author of Ujamaa: 
Essays on Socialism, declares that "nationbuilders must 
focus upon issues, not upon people" (Mosher 1975, 79). He 
writes : 
To try and divide up the people working for our nation 
into groups of 'good' and 'bad' according to their 
skin colour, or their national origin, or their tribal 
origin, is to sabotage the work we have just embarked 
upon. (Mosher 1975, 41) 
Conversely, Madhubuti argues that people are essential to 
nation building, and he focuses on black people in his 
theories of black nationalism. For him, separation of 
black people from whites is essential for the survival of 
blacks, as he believes America is a nation of nations, and 
the existence of a black nation in America is imperative 
for the survival of African Americans. 
Thus, From Plan to Planet marks the beginning of 
Madhubuti's use of the essay to form present practical 
lifestyle changes to black readers. Unlike poetry, the 
essay provides a vehicle for straightforward dialogue with 
readers. In Plan to Planet, Madhubuti focuses on specific 
problems facing black Americans (e.g. education, Western 
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values, etc.) and proposes simple solutions (i.e. 
adaptation of the Nguzo Saba). Madhubuti blends black 
nationalist concepts from a variety of sources (e.g. 
Maulana Karenga), as he remains consistent in his 
insistence that the only way to build a black nation is to 
reject Western values and customs (e.g. diet) and accept an 
Afrikan-based value system that affirms blackness in all 
aspects of life. As a result, the work acts as a manifesto 
which lays out a Pan-African plan of action, one which will 
ideally connect followers globally, crossing geographic and 
cultural boundaries. 
It is important to note, however, that Mosher finds 
From Plan to Planet, in some ways, a "step backward" from 
the confident positivism of Don't Cry, Scream and We Walk 
the Way of the New World, both collections of poetry. She 
points out the list of bad habits of white Americans found 
in From Plan to Planet, stating that it recalls his early 
stage of develop (as outlined in chapter four of this 
study) when Madhubuti focused on the enemies' tactics 
instead of solutions and visions for black people. Mosher 
states, "although [Madhubuti's] facts in this instance are 
indisputable, the force with which he presents these facts 
tends to overwhelm his reader, to make him fear to oppose 
such all-powerful worldrunners. . ." (Mosher 1975, 88) . 
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Mosher's comments are valid in that Madhubuti's 
preoccupation with whites' strategies to align blacks 
politically, economically, and socially do little to 
advance his theories regarding African-centered values, 
black institutions, etc. Nevertheless, this first 
collection of essays does accomplish Madhubuti's goal: to 
use the social essay as another means of communicating 
solutions to the problems black Americans face. Indeed, 
there is a return to the accusatory tone found in his early 
poetry. However, this prompts readers to act, instead of 
accept their condition. 
In this second collection of essays, published in 
1978, Madhubuti abandons the strategy he employed in From 
Plan to Planet in which he proposes simple yet necessary 
changes for blacks to use to empower themselves and 
communities. Instead, he compiles a series of essays which 
analyze race relations, political ideologies, and European 
control over blacks throughout the Diaspora. 
Following the tradition of other black nationalists 
such as Baraka, Malcolm X, etc., Madhubuti provides 
historical evidence and political theory to counter the 
negative effects of Western imperialism and racism on the 
lives of non-whites. He writes passionately, often citing 
sources which support his claims. The work is divided into 
four chapter subheadings: "What It Is"; "Life-Studies 
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Two"; "Struggle"; and "Decisions and Movement." It is 
clear that he wishes first to define the problems blacks 
and other non-whites face, then discuss the importance of 
black nationalism as a step toward eradicating white 
dominance, encourage empowerment via lifestyle changes, and 
finally propose practical strategies toward gaining black 
power and unity. 
In the essay "From the Beginning: The Decision is to 
Fight," he uses shocking facts to enlighten black readers 
of the reality of their existence: 
We have never been taught to think for or about 
ourselves or our condition. We willingly fall into 
the white sugar traps, and the poison, slowly, but 
effectively, decays our ability to subjectively 
question our position in the world. (Madhubuti 1973, 
3) 
On education, he continues his harsh criticism of 
black teachers that was first heard in From Plan to Planet: 
"Today many Black teachers are inadequate baby-sitters and 
do not possess the vision to know that those they sit with 
are our future" (Madhubuti 1973, 5) . He goes on to 
criticize black board members and chairs of Black Studies 
departments who sit "on the boards of large corporations, 
occupying top administrative jobs in the local, state and 
federal governments, serving as vice-presidents of trade 
unions, etc." (Madhubuti 1973, 7). Such characters, he 
warns, will do the black community harm because they are 
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only interested in promoting their own selfish agendas, not 
serving as liaisons for the black community. 
While many of the essays in Enemies touch on the same 
subject matter as those in From Plan to Planet, Madhubuti's 
range as an essayist is more pronounced in Enemies. That 
is, he incorporates more outside sources to support his 
claims and provides more complex ideologies about race 
relations and white imperialism. 
In addition he challenges the intellectual community 
(both black and white) over the "rights" of certain groups 
to dominate others. Madhubuti states that the "liberation 
of Black people will express itself in many ways, but we 
see some of the most tangible and workable ways at this 
time as Nationalism, Pan Afrikanism and Afrikan Communism" 
(Madhubuti 1973, 21). From there Madhubuti defines each 
political concept, stating afterward that "our culture must 
be traditionally based, yet at the same time must meet the 
needs of a highly scientific and technological world 
future" (Madhubuti 1973, 21). 
Through an historical overview of black nationalism, 
dating back to the Slave Era, Madhubuti poses the following 
question: how do we defeat white supremacy and at the same 
time survive and develop for the benefit of black people? 
He further writes that "the ideology of White Supremacy 
disguises itself in systems such as Capitalism, Communism, 
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Socialism, Racism, Imperialism, Christianity, Islam, etc., 
as perpetuated and practiced by the white race" (Madhubuti 
1973, 26). Therefore, blacks do not need reactionary 
theory, but instead "affirmative theory," which is at the 
root of black nationalism. 
It is in this collection of essays that Madhubuti 
splits with other black nationalists who turn toward 
communism in their quest for black liberation. Here, he 
departs from Baraka's Congress of African Peoples, which 
began to advocate communist ideology. Though Baraka and 
Madhubuti seem to be in accord concerning their concepts of 
black nationalism, they ultimately stand opposed on the 
issue of communism. Amiri Baraka writes, "We are 
controlled largely by the ideas of our oppressors. The 
political party [Congress of African People] must build 
alternative systems, values, institutions that will move 
and raise us" (Baraka "Coordinator's Statements" 1972, 
119)4. 
This is in line with Madhubuti's thesis in both From 
Plan to Planet and Enemies. However, Madhubuti writes, 
"The white left is more dangerous than the white right 
because we know exactly where the white right stands. . ." 
(Madhubuti 1978, 54). He points out that Marx and Engels 
were both pro-slavery in that they believed nothing 
accomplished throughout history could have been 
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accomplished without slavery (Madhubuti 1978, 52). Thus, 
he ponders, how could Communism be a viable option for 
black struggle? He points to two organizations, Afrikan 
Liberation Support Committee and the Congress of African 
People, both of which were "infiltrated" by the white Left. 
He goes on to discuss his major concern with Leftist 
politics as part of black liberation: 
The marxist position is that white racism. . .is a 
result of the profit motive brought on by the European 
slave trade and that white racism or anti-Black 
feelings didn't exist before such time. . .yet, one of 
the major facts of history is that white racism 
preceded and advanced itself thousands of years before 
European capitalism and imperialism was even 
systematically conceived. (Madhubuti 1978, 46) 
This is an indictment against not only communists who tried 
to influence the Black Liberation Movement (and certainly 
some were successful), but also those blacks who became 
communists in the name of black liberation. 
Baraka and Madhubuti's differences concerning Leftist 
theories became a key issue when Madhubuti left the 
Congress of African People. In the interview for this 
study, he stated: 
During this period we had these real battles, this 
ongoing battle with these Lefties. You had a whole 
segment of the black left trying to make us black left 
and trying to get us to work with these white Lefties. 
You got a whole segment of the black revolutionary 
community, mainly the Panther Party, trying to get us 
to work with these white Lefties. . . So Baraka jumps 
in here in 1974 and says, "I'm a Marxist-Leninist" and 
never even finished high school. See, our chapter of 
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the Congress of African People sponsored the Midwest 
meeting of the Congress of African People and he got 
up there and said, "I'm a Communist now." At that 
point, that was it. We split. (see Appendix) 
Madhubuti continued : 
Here we were going on with a Nationalist Pan- 
Africanist program. It was never, we felt, anything 
other than trying to rebuild these communities, (see 
Appendix) 
This split with Baraka's national organization signaled a 
beginning for Madhubuti to separate himself from many Black 
Nationalists whose turn toward Leftist theories marked a 
change in black political organizations. Yet Madhubuti 
resisted, stating in Enemies, 
Capitalist integration and communist integration have 
at their centers the same conrolling mechanism: white 
people. Why do some of our former Black Nationalist 
[sic] now fight so feverishly for "alliances," 
"coalitions" and "associations" with the same whites 
who have been documented in blood not to be just our 
enemy but the enemy to the living world? [his 
italics] (Madhubuti 1978, 51) 
In 1978 Madhubuti published Earthquakes and Sunrise 
Missions, a collection of poetry and essays. This work, 
published five years after his first collection of essays, 
From Plan to Planet, again critiques blacks' condition in 
the Western world, and proposes changes in lifestyle and 
mentality. The essay "Remembering the Middle Passage: 
Culture and Motion" examines the effect living in America 
has had on African Americans. On contemplating the reason 
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blacks have not progressed collectively as Europeans have, 
he writes : 
What has fascinated me is why it is that given 
reasonably the same variables: knowledge base, land, 
intellectual inquisitiveness, climate, etc., that one 
people move progressively forward and another people, 
under similar conditions, barely survive? I am 
convinced that originally the reason had little to do 
with genetics (biology) or race but dealt more with 
the ability of a people, any people, to plan and 
execute their worldview. (Madhubuti 1978, 125) 
Madhubuti questions the aggressive nature of whites in this 
passage and points to their ability to execute their 
worldview above all others. In essence, this explains the 
dominance of white values throughout the world, 
particularly amongst African Americans. It is not that 
blacks do not have a value system of their own (one based 
on African concepts and traditions), rather the problem 
lies in blacks' inability to practice such systems within a 
Western context. 
In the "Afterward" of this collection, noted literary 
critic Darwin Turner states, "It is as though Madhubuti has 
chosen to move from the role of virtuoso performer and to 
assume more often the role of artistic, prophetic educator" 
(Turner 1978, 188). As a result, Earthquakes is a 
departure from earlier works in that Madhubuti's voice 
becomes more compassionate, less anxious than the voice of 
the early poetry. He seeks understanding rather than 
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simply condemnation, even of "negroes" who are consumed 
with capitalist dreams and ambition. 
Yet he is still determined to present a plan of 
action, as in From Plan to Planet. He wants to provide 
readers with actual life-altering advice and philosophies 
which will lead to a renewed vision of black self and 
community. He suggests: 
1) It is unhealthy to be critical and analytical all 
of the time; relax--have fun and do those things 
that bring you joy and peace. Laughter heals. 
2) Develop a basic knowledge about what is happening 
in the world. 
3) Move toward preventive health. Seek quality time 
for yourself family and friends. 
4) Involve yourself in or help develop small 
cooperative communities to help insulate one 
against large, impersonal, combative and 
competitive cities. 
5) Discourage gossip and smallness in yourself and 
others. 
6) Try to give quality time on a weekly basis to 
organized Black struggle in your local area. 
7) Finally, stop underestimating the intelligence of 
others be they women, men or children. 
These suggestions are directly related to, again, the 
Kawaida principles Maulana Karenga espoused. In addition to 
suggestions for readers, Madhubuti includes discussion of 
black women and male culture. He attempts examine problems 
facing black women and men, specifically the acceptance of 
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sexism and distinctions between male and female work. He 
argues, "if Black women are to advance and develop, they 
need time for self-realization, also the sharing of 
housework is not a negative comment on a man's masculinity, 
but an affirmation of a man's sense of fairness, love and 
security" (Madhubuti 1978, 160). 
These suggestions show the influence of African- 
centered ideologies in Madhubuti's life, namely Kawaida. 
Madhubuti's work is also influenced by several black 
nationalist organizations, such as the Nation of Islam, 
which promotes a pro-active attitude and education in its 
followers, thereby empowering them with knowledge and 
encouraging them to work toward social and spiritual 
liberation. 
By the early 1990's Haki Madhubuti was still working 
toward black liberation through his publishing company, 
work as a professor at Chicago State University (and 
director of its Gwendolyn Brooks Center) , and role as 
father and husband. His poetry was highly anthologized, 
and his essays were still in publication. However, he 
began to turn his efforts toward a new theme, one that 
would bring him closer to a new audience--college-age black 
men who, whether in college or not, were at risk because of 
the rampant violence, drug use, and stereotypes which 
seemed to render them close to extinction. 
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Black Men is collection of essays in which Madhubuti 
explores the plight of black men and their future in a 
country which seemed to care nothing about their deaths or 
their existence. He writes of "young black men in their 
late twenties or early thirties living in urban America, 
lost and abandoned, aimlessly walking and hawking the 
streets with nothing behind their eyes but anger" 
(preface) . These men, he finds, are lost because of 
several factors: economic status, residential segregation, 
education, political participation (or lack of it), crime, 
health, and child and family issues. 
This collection is in line with Madhubuti's previous 
works (poetry and essays) that examine the economic, 
social, and cultural effect Western values have had on 
black people. He suggests that young black men are victims 
of not only racism, but the black community's lack of 
concern and direction, a message found throughout his work 
written during the late 1960's to late 1970's. 
In Black Men, Madhubuti explores the street corner, 
the common "hang out" spot for so many urban black males. 
He points to the lack of cultural understanding or 
appreciation on the part of these youths as a reason they 
are lost. To explain black males' anger and distrust, he 
points to the importance of culture in a community. As 
stated in earlier essays, he believes that culture is an 
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abstract idea to most of these young men. As a result, 
they have nothing to ground their consciousness in, except 
the materialism and anti-black male messages they receive 
daily in media images and scholarly rhetoric. He explains, 
"a people's consciousness, the way they view and operate in 
the world, is shaped by their (or another's) culture" 
(Madhubuti 1990, 6). 
Furthermore, this lack of understanding black culture 
and nurturance of it has led to a survival/dependency 
attitude amongst blacks, an attitude which "breeds people 
who riot rather than plan progressive change or revolution" 
(Madhubuti 1990, 7). Madhubuti uses his black nationalist 
stance from the social essays written in the 1970s to 
analyze the problems blacks face in the 1990s. A seasoned 
nationalist and visionary, he proposes solutions, which is 
in line with Mosher's last phase of revolutionary growth 
discussed in chapter four of this study: 
1. an immediate halt to the destruction of Black 
families. 
2. a stand against violence in black families. 
3. stress of , among other things, self-respect, 
self-reliance, and self-protection in black art. 
(Here we see the influence of Malcolm X's 
philosophy regarding black empowerment.) 
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4. organization and demand for full employment, 
better housing, and quality education for blacks. 
5. institution of strong innovative young adult 
programs. 
6. overhaul of adult and juvenile justice systems. 
In addition to the discussion of culture, Madhubuti 
points to the lack of role models within the black 
community that black men have. He also looks at the 
importance of black male/female relationships: 
the root. . .of Black life is in the relationship 
established between Black men and women in a white 
supremacist system. . .Sound and loving relationships 
are the core of a sane, happy and fruitful life. 
(Madhubuti 1990, 60) 
He points to the lack of power black men have given the 
fact that most do not own land nor a lot of money, and that 
their manhood is measured by such acquisitions. This, in 
turn, affects their relationships with black women since 
they often can not "deliver the 'American dream'" 
(Madhubuti 1990, 61). 
A great deal of the problems facing young black men, 
the book suggests, is rooted in the effect of white Western 
culture's influence in black communities regarding values. 
Again, we see Madhubuti return to the ideas he stated in 
earlier essays and poetry in which he blames non-African 
value systems for corrupting blacks socially and 
politically. 
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Black Men is the most current collection of essays 
written by Madhubuti. However, he has edited two important 
works, Why L.A. Happend and The Million Man March: Day of 
Abesence5, which gathers comments by his contemporaries on 
two important events in African American history: the Los 
Angeles riots and Nation of Islam's Louis Farrakhan's 
Million Man March on Washington, D.C. His involvement as 
editor and publisher is further evidence of his commitment 
to empowering blacks and unifying black political power. 
Both collections are filled with essays by noted 
intellectuals (such as Cornell West) and political 
activists (such as Jesse Jackson). 
The use of the social essay, as seen in the past by 
black activists Marcus Garvey and Amiri Baraka, has placed 
Madhubuti's black nationalist ideology in the hands of 
readers more familiar with his poetry. This form affords 
him the chance to propose solutions that were detailed in 
his poetry, solutions which are embedded in a Pan-African 
ideology that demands change on the part of black people. 
Keeping in line with his black unity/power theme, these 
essays illustrate Madhubuti's ability to comprehend complex 
political theory, while maintaining his role as a community 
advocate as opposed to a political organizer. 
Thus, the essays, like his early poetry, is evidence 
of his commitment to the Black Arts Movement's original 
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goals: empower black people through art; replace Western 
aesthetics with an black aesthetic as a reference for 
judging black art; and become political active, working 
toward rebuilding community through strengthening families 
and black institutions. Haki Madhubuti managed to 
accomplish these objectives during the Black Arts Movement, 
and he continues to work in accord with these objectives 
years after the Black Arts Movement. 
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NOTES 
1. For further information on the US Organization, 
see Maulana Karenga. Introduction to Black Studies. 
Inglewood: Kawaida Publications, 1982. 
2. Nguzo Saba are the seven principles based on 
Swahili values. 
3. Ujamaa: African Scientific Socialism adapted in 
the 1960-70s by the Tanzanian government which used an 
adaptation of socialist principles that incorporated 
African principles. 
4. Baraka's Coordinator's Statements are found in 
Amiri Baraka, ed. African Congress. New York: Morrow, 
1972. 115-22. 
5. Haki Madhubuti. The Million Man March. Chicago: 
Third Wold Press, 1996. 
CHAPTER 6 
PERSONAL CHOICES 
Haki Madhubuti has emerged from the Black Arts 
Movement as one of the most influential writers/activists, 
using his art as a weapon in the fight for black 
liberation. He has maintained a strong black nationalist 
political stance, one which reflects the efforts of other 
vanguards of the Black Power Movement and his own ideas 
concerning black empowerment. More important, Madhubuti 
proves that many of the goals and objectives of the Black 
Power and Black Arts Movements were attainable. That is, 
it is possible for black people to be creative, love their 
culture and other black people, reject Western values 
deemed destructive, and stand against capitalism and other 
political systems while proposing new ones which benefit 
all people, not just whites. Specifically, we see 
Madhubuti's consistency in four areas: using art to 
instill positive images and ideas, working as an educator 
to influence black youths, building institutions which 
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provide economic security for black neighborhoods, and 
building a strong family as husband and father. 
As detailed in chapter four of this study, Madhubuti's 
early poetry reveals various phases of evolution which mark 
his development from anti-white poet (angry at the enemy) 
to revolutionary (able to provide solutions for the 
problems he identifies). This is directly in response to 
the objectives stated by the Black Arts Movement writers 
who wanted to use art as a cultural stabilizer and 
liberator. 
Furthermore, Madhubuti chose to work as an educator 
(he is an English professor at predominantly-black Chicago 
State University) in the black community. He is the co¬ 
founder of an independent black school (The Institute for 
Positive Education). Such roles are in line with his 
continued commitment to empowering black people through 
education, specifically black youths. Though many blacks 
who were activists during the 60s and 70s also supported 
the need for quality education in the black community, the 
majority were not willing to open schools as part of their 
commitment. Today, his school is over twenty five years 
old. In an interview for this study, he stated, 
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The school basically started as our answer to how do 
we impact young people in this community in a way in 
which we stimulate them to be better than they think 
they can be and most certainly better than the way 
people outside this community think they can become. 
But at the same time we wanted to try to deal with 
what we called African-centered education. That was 
education based upon values that were centered around 
extended family. (see Appendix) 
Madhubuti has also held true to his commitment to 
building institutions which provide economic power to the 
black community. Through Third World Press, now thirty 
years old, he has been able to publish not just his own 
work, but that of black writers who may otherwise have been 
rejected by larger white-owned publishing companies. Third 
World is now the oldest black owned independent press in 
the country. Its administrative offices remain in Chicago's 
Chatham, a black neighborhood on the south side of the 
city. Though he could afford office suites downtown, 
Madhubuti chose to stay "in the community" serving as a 
model for other black entrepreneurs. He stated, 
. . .at one point, I can not only look at my books, I 
can look at all these other books. I can look at 
these structures, these institutions that are ours. 
So nobody tells me what to do or not do. What to 
publish or not to publish. . .I'm probably one of the 
freest black men alive, (see Appendix) 
He goes on to explain the importance of family in the 
black community: 
I see that in terms of trying to build our 
communities. I don't see them being built without 
families. . .And I think these commitments have to be 
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made and they have to be lasting. . .even if we'd 
built these institutions and I didn't have a family, 
then it seems that there is a certain amount of 
failure. (see Appendix) 
Throughout his essays, he reiterates this point about 
the black family as a vital part of the black community. 
Black men, he reminds readers in Black Men: Obsolete, 
Dangerous, Single?, must be role models for not only their 
children, but for younger black men in the community who 
will one day occupy the role of father (many before they 
graduate from high school). In his personal life, he works 
hard to maintain a strong black family rooted in love, 
trust, and responsibility. He takes his role as husband 
and father seriously (he has four children--Shabaka, 
Bomani, Akili, and Laini). He has been happily married to 
his wife, Safisha, for 24 years. In an interview for this 
study, he stated, "I don't see life without children, 
without family. I don't buy into the lonely artist, the 
writer, the painter, the musician" (see Appendix). His 
relationship with his wife is a testament to his belief 
that black women, having been the victims of black male 
rage, must be respected. As a result, he supports his 
wife's career and personal goals, taking on more 
responsibility at home when necessary and working with her 
at the Institute of Positive Education. 
As we move toward the 21st century, the conditions 
under which blacks live will continue to change and, 
hopefully, improve as increased access to higher education 
and political office afford more blacks positions of powei 
Haki Madhubuti will remain active as artist, entrepreneur, 
educator, political activist, and family man. His life and 
work are inspirational to many who were disillusioned at 
the end of the Black Arts Movement, seeing it as a failure 
instead of a triumph. He remains a vanguard whose vision 
of black liberation still propels him on to develop more 
institutions and further develop those he started thirty 
years ago. 
In the interview for this study, Madhubuti stated tha 
he is planning to expand Third World Press by publishing 
new writers and, for the first time, novels. He has 
acquired a new location for both the school and the 
publishing house, land that was not easy to come by for a 
black entrepreneur. He is also planning to publish his 
autobiography soon, and is working on a collection of 
essays and a work of fiction. 
Appendix 
The following interview was conducted at Third World Press 
in Chicago, Illinois on March 22, 1997 from 10:00 am to 1:00 
pm. 
Lita: Why do you think more scholarly research has not been 
done on your work? 
Haki: Why do I feel it's not amazing that more has not been 
done on my work? 
Lita: Yes. 
Haki: One, as a Pan-African Nationalist who has not spent a 
lot of time on rhetoric, but who has tried to take the 
values, the theories, the ideological positions and make 
them reality, that means two things: One, that you are not 
involved in a lot of self-promotion. That's one. And two. 
At least two or three of the programs that we decided to 
give our lives to required so much time that one, I'm not 
out making a lot of friends in the sense of politic-ing, ok. 
Number two, out of the writers and poets to emerge out of 
the sixties, and have essentially made a major contribution, 
I'm the only one who has not been published by white 
publishers. Not at all, or only when blacks do anthologies 
or stuff like that. In terms of books, all of my books, one 
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hundred percent of my books, have been published by black- 
publishers. And, therefore my relationship in many cases 
with white media, and some cases with black media, is not 
the same as other writers who one would consider my peers. 
Obviously, Nikki [Giovanni] and I came along at the 
same time. I had published before Nikki and in fact helped 
her get her first book published. But she decided very early 
that she wanted to move into the mainstream. And I decided 
to stay with Broadside Press and stay with the black stream. 
Now, I also think this position that we take is frightening 
to a lot of people. It's frightening because often they're 
looking in and they want to leave this community. It's one 
thing to be at a black university or a university where 
there are a number of black students. Or even be in black 
studies or African American studies and talk this stuff. 
But it's really a threat at one level and I don't understand 
why. Any people who are in control of their own cultural 
imperatives are about the promulgation, the development, the 
survival of themselves. 
And that's essentially what we're trying to do. I'm 
trying to, on one level in my own small way, say that we're 
beyond survival and have to get into and stay in this 
developmental mode. And then finally, I've never solicited 
white or even black support at that level. I've always felt 
that if you're doing good work, at some point good will come 
back. At the same time I'm very aware of evil in the world. 
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In many cases evil does win out. There are so many examples 
of it, especially among weak-minded people. 
I think the other part is that I do feel that my 
lifestyle and what I'm trying to do is a threat. You don't 
see anywhere in my history of [me] getting high, running the 
streets or misusing people, alright? So I'm saying that 
[in] our struggle here, your word has got to be your bond. 
I'm not saying perfect. By no means. I've made mistakes. 
But what I've learned from making mistakes is that you 
apologize for making mistakes. You learn from making 
mistakes and you try not to repeat them. 
And I do have a position and that position is one that 
I'm not going to move too far from and that position is a 
threat. So I don't really fall into this whole question of 
liberalism or even conservatism. What I'm really concerned 
about is how does one make a moral, ethical community. A 
community that is self-sustaining, self-reliant and 
obviously self-protecting. And one cannot do that looking 
in and talking about what these people or those people or 
you all need to do. I think that the only way it can be 
done is that we do it. And I certainly consider myself a 
part of that "we." And I don't take a self-righteous 
position at all. I don't believe in that. But, I do 
believe that work is paramount. 
And I've always felt that I've been given a gift in 
terms of poetry. And the poetry has informed my life and 
154 
has allowed me to get to this point. I wouldn't be here 
without the poetry, no doubt about that. I'm primarily a 
poet. But I learned from Gwendolyn Brooks, Hoyt Fuller, 
Dudley Randall, Margaret and Charlie Burroughs and even 
Langston Hughes and Sterling Brown, to a certain extent, 
that essentially we can do more than we do. That in order 
to do that you've got to work. It takes a long time to 
write a good poem. It takes an awful lot of time to write a 
great poem if we ever get to that point. But when you have 
a community that is under siege, what else do you do? Sure 
I'm saying the poetry has contributed, but I think that the 
building of the school and running the press and bookstores 
at one time also have contributed moderately. 
I think that we all limit ourselves and our own 
capabilities. I think that comes from being around people 
who are limited. I don't care about your credentials in the 
final analysis. I think in the final analysis what will 
define all of us is what you have contributed. 
And so in summary, I think that the great majority of 
my work has been in the black community, not tangential to 
it, not in other circles, but in the black community. And 
I think when you make that kind of commitment, you 
automatically cut yourself off from people writing about 
you, from people basically saying, ok, this is good work, 
let's try to highlight it. From all kind of awards, ok. 
All different friendships. I can go all the way down the 
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line. But what has always been important to me has been 
basically children. I think that these children represent 
our life. I think that's one reason I stay so stimulated, 
because of these children. 
Lita: You touched on a few things that I'm going to ask you 
about in more detail later. I'm going to start out with 
your early years. If you could just describe your family 
background. Birth date, where you grew up, what kind of 
family you grew up in, neighborhood. Things of that nature. 
Haki: I was born in Little Rock, Arkansas, February 23, 
1942. I just turned 55. We stayed...I don't know if my 
mother and father were married. They didn't stay together 
long enough for me to even question him about it. And I 
never asked my mother. We left Little Rock....1 do know 
this. When I was born, my mother was by herself...I don't 
know if I was born in a hospital or at home. But I do know 
that my father was not there and that became his history. 
Not being there. As a result of that, I was not named after 
him. I was just given a name. I don't know where Don came 
from. The L stands for Luther. I was named after my 
grandfather. And of course the Lee was my father's name. 
Anyway, they left and went to Michigan. And I don't 
know if they went to Detroit first or outside of Detroit. 
But following the acts of my father...he was basically a 
hustler. I've never known him to work for anybody. 
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Especially white people. But he was in the cards and 
anything in the street. [He] played trombone for a while. 
My mother was a woman who basically was too pretty. 
You see women sometimes who walk in a room and just 
stop...air stops because they're just so beautiful. The 
problem with her beauty was that she had inner beauty also 
and so it was a contradiction. Whereas she was a very kind 
person and very giving person, it was a real problem because 
she'd just give everything to those who'd ask for it or were 
in need. 
And I don't know too much of the history of my early 
life other than my mother and father did not stay together. 
And shortly after my sister was born, her name was 
Jacquelyn, my mother and father separated. And by that time 
we were in Detroit. So it still had to be obviously in the 
forties. 
What I remember in terms of my early days I write about 
a little bit in Claiming Earth in that chapter on 
intellectual development. I just remember my mother working 
all the time. And I saw very early that school and the 
development of my mind was exciting. And I've always been 
somewhat into books. But I found school--elementary school, 
high school--to be somewhat of an escape. Because shortly 
after we moved to Detroit, my mother was not a skilled 
person, I don't think she finished high school. I don't 
know for certain she could read, she could write. But the 
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jobs she could f ind... understand that we were living under 
legal apartheid in America, it's still the forties. So 
employment for black women was really very limited. And she 
would do everything she could to maintain our family. Do 
day work, to cashier in the grocery store, to. . .1 remember 
this very clearly because I write about it, that we lived in 
this apartment building that was owned by a Negro preacher. 
He was a big preacher in town because he not only owned 
that apartment building, but he also had a funeral home and 
he was a minister. I don't remember his name, I'm sure I 
could find it if I researched it. He was basically going 
with my mother. . .we were living in the basement of this 
apartment building. But going with her was not enough-- she 
had to actually janitor for that apartment building. One of 
the most painful times of my life was basically seeing her 
carrying these garbage cans all three stories. I'm saying 
she always worked. And he was a very violent and jealous 
man and he would beat her up regularly. Finally we got out 
of the situation. 
We moved out, but she moved into another situation that 
was just as damaging and dangerous. She became a barmaid at 
Sunny Wilson's in Detroit, which was one of the better bars 
for the Negro community at the time. And being so pretty, 
she attracted the fastest and the worst of men. Eventually 
we moved again, and she hooked up with a brother, his name 
was Chester Givens, who worked at Ford Motor Company. And 
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they began to live together and he became kind of our 
stepfather. They didn't marry but I know this, I'm pretty 
sure of this because we didn't take his name and she didn't 
take his name. 
We always lived in basically apartments. At that time 
they were tenements. And even though he went to work 
everyday, he was an alcoholic, and by that time she 
had. . .I'm pretty sure she met him while she was working in 
the trade. However, she stopped working, probably because 
of his insistence. But she was hooked at that point. And 
it was just holy hell in terms of me and my sister. So by 
that time I was in high school, and life was just very, very 
difficult because she had to feed her habit and eventually 
alcohol went into drugs. And in order to feed her habit, 
she eventually ended up prostituting herself. And there 
were many nights, especially on weekends, when I'd go out 
looking for my mother. She'd be in a hotel with someone and 
I would just try to find her. 
Obviously this effected me in a very negative way and 
essentially what it did to me was it put me inside a shell. 
The escape for me at that point was basically music. The 
Motown sound had hit, and I had played the trumpet in grade 
school and high school and was trying to become a musician. 
It is an interesting part of my life because being very thin 
and this color without...1 got my clothes from the Chinese 
laundry and the Salvation Army...we never got anything new. 
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I really can't remember ever going to buy new clothes. We 
lived in extreme poverty. Part of the poverty had to do 
with poverty of spirit. Normally, because my stepfather 
worked at Ford Motor Company, he'd have a decent salary. 
But he just drank it up. 
I could deal with it to a certain level, but it had a 
disastrous effect on my sister. She was the last born, and 
she looked a lot like my mother and she was very spoiled. 
We all looked out for her, but there wasn't any kind of 
quality nurturing. And because of what was happening to my 
mother...and all rationalness was gone from our lives...she 
ended up getting pregnant at the age of fourteen years old. 
And this was back in the 50's, so it's not like to day where 
it's like "so what?" It was a major event and it really 
hurt everybody, especially me. Of course, I went out 
looking for the man who had done it and that turned into a 
rather bloody situation. But the point is that shortly 
after she was pregnant, my mother went out and overdosed. 
It was a very nasty thing. In fact, she had been molested, 
raped and beat up real bad to the point where we couldn't 
even open the casket at the funeral. 
So at that point, my sister had her first child. I was 
around sixteen. And I had already gotten into music pretty 
deeply. I was pretty good on the trumpet and was trying to 
write music. And obviously I was influenced a great deal by 
Miles Davis. He was the coolest thing at that point. 
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Although I did realize that the better trumpet player at 
that time was Louis Armstrong. He was also at that time the 
all-American trumpet player. And his demeanor, his public 
demeanor was somewhat embarrassing to progressive people. I 
did not realize until much later on that that was just Louis 
Armstrong. It wasn't that he was necessarily trying to 
ingratiate himself to white people. That was just the 
humanity of the man. It was just how powerful he was in 
terms of his humanity and his musicianship. 
So after she passed... understand that my father at that 
point was never really in our lives. He never contributed 
to the family. The only time I ever remember him doing 
anything for my sister and I was he bought me a suit, which 
he probably...he was living in Chicago...he probably got it, 
you know where Maxie Street is? What they called Jew Town. 
I got that suit and I was so embarrassed. Of course, I 
didn't wear the damned thing. It just hurt. But it hurt me 
more that my sister didn't really get what she wanted. At 
that point, it really crystallized for me that in the final 
analysis, I was going to have to depend on myself. I was 
going to have to do something. 
And I had always worked. I started working at 10 or 11 
years old. I'd clean out bars and taverns after they 
closed. I would get up at 4 or 5 o'clock in the morning 
before I went to school and clean out these bars and 
taverns. Then I'd go on my paper route in the morning, and 
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I had a paper route in the evening. And when I lived here 
in Chicago... my mother's sister lived here in Chicago, so 
sometimes my mother would send us here to Chicago to stay 
because of the problems she was having in Detroit. So I had 
to work while I was in Chicago. I worked in a broom factory 
right here on the South Side of Chicago down by Hastings and 
13th or 14th street. I was out in the alley collecting 
junk. I'd collect metal, pick up metal and take it to the 
junkyard and sell. So I was very inventive in terms of 
saying "How can I stay alive and how can I make spending 
money and change and stuff like that?" So I've never been 
afraid of work at all. 
So after her death, my sister went to stay with my 
father's mother, my grandparents. They were in Detroit. I 
just took a Greyhound bus and came to Chicago. I stayed 
with an aunt for a while and then I moved to the YMCA on 
50th and Michigan. And went to Dunbar High School. I 
finished Dunbar, did a two-year program in one year. I came 
out of Dunbar and couldn't find a job. And I tried to join 
the Air Force here in Chicago, but I had a heart murmur and 
was rejected. They actually gave me a slip of paper and 
said, "Take this to your draft board and you won't have to 
worry about going to the military." But being a young man, 
I was just hurt and said, "OK, what are you going to do 
now?" I didn't really have family because the family had 
more or less ostracized us because of my mother. There was 
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never any older family, other than my mother's sister, that 
really helped us. 
My father's second wife, her name was Juanita Lee, was 
very nice to us, to my sister and I. I still have a close 
relationship with her. In fact, she works for me here. She 
was about the closest to us other than my aunt. Both of 
these women married into the family. My mother had a 
brother and a sister and my other aunt had married my 
mother's brother and my stepmother married my father. But 
they were kind to me and helped me a great deal. Their 
names were Marian Graves and Juanita Lee. Just for the 
record, Juanita and my father stayed together, I think...I'd 
have to ask her...but I think about 8 or 9 years. But he 
was such a dog. And Juanita left and ended up marrying 
Sammy Rainer, you know the Sammy Rainer funeral home? And 
they stayed together Sammy until he died. And then she had 
her own business and sold her business late last year and I 
asked her to come here and work. 
So I guess in terms of the early part of life, that was 
it until high school. I came out of Dunbar, couldn't find a 
job. Joined the magazine selling group which was advertised 
in the Defender. You know, "MAKE YOUR LIFE IN SALES." 
Basically a black man and woman got a couple of cars and got 
a contract with these magazines. Life, Time, Jet, Ebony, 
whatever magazines were out there at that time. And we 
would sell these subscriptions. So they would gather 
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together all these young teenagers and we'd just travel in 
these cars to these small towns and go door to door, 
knocking on these doors trying to sell these subscriptions, 
lying about trying to work our way through the university. 
And the only thing I can say good about this is that it was 
the first time that the thought of higher education ever 
entered my mind. 
I was bent on, at some point, trying to deal with the 
music. 'Cause I had...I got my first horn when I was still, 
I had to be around 12 or 13 years old. I was told in grade 
school, maybe it was junior high because I was around 13, I 
was told that I was too thin to play the trumpet. This white 
man said, "He's too thin. He can't play the trumpet." On 
my job as a paper boy, and my job in whatever I was 
doing. . .at that time our community was populated with pawn 
shops, so I went to one of the local pawn shops and saw this 
trumpet and said, "How much does this trumpet cost?" The 
trumpet was around twenty five or thirty dollars. Back then 
twenty five or thirty dollars was like a hundred dollars 
today, if not more. There's no way in the world I could 
afford that. He said, "Well, what do you have?" And I had 
at that time a couple dollars. So he said, "OK, why don't 
we work this out? I will give you lessons. You can play two 
dollars down on the horn and I will give you lessons and you 
pay me a dollar a week." And I just paid him. This was a 
Jewish man, white Jewish man. He was very kind. I don't: 
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remember his name now, but so that's how I got my first 
trumpet. 
Once I learned, I practiced diligently. I went back to 
junior high school and became first chair in terms of the 
band we had. Playing the trumpet allowed me to get into one 
of the best high schools in the country, Cass Tech up in 
Detroit, Michigan. Michael [Michael Simanga, a friend of 
Madhubuti's and political activist and artist who was active 
in the Congress of African People] may have told you about 
Cass Tech. If you ask him about Cass, it was one of the 
finest schools in the country and less then 1 to 2% blacks. 
It drew students from all over the city, but it mainly drew 
upper class whites to the school. So I got into Cass on 
account of the trumpet and music, in the music department. 
And it was going pretty well until my mother just gave out. 
I couldn't study, I couldn't think and I ended up leaving 
and basically ended up here in Chicago. 
But I had bought me a good horn by that time. By the 
time I was in high school I was working and went out and 
bought me a real solid horn. And I was playing in a band 
and thought music might be my life. I got a scholarship at 
one of the local universities but I left. And I just ended 
up here going through Illinois lying about trying to work my 
way through college. I knocked on a door in a place called 
Gaylesburg, Illinois. Black family, a man answered the 
door, and I went into my spiel about trying to work my way 
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through Howard, and I'd never even been to Washington, DC, 
and he was a graduate of Howard. 
And he asked me in, 'cause of how things were going on 
at the university. And immediately, he peeped my game, and 
he said well...first all the subscriptions, he bought about 
three subscriptions. Asked me if I was hungry. It was a 
Saturday morning, so he and his wife were home. He sat down 
and talked to me and said, "You know, there is one thing 
nobody can take a way from you, education. And I know 
you're going to Howard but it seems to me that you're 
obviously out here trying to stay alive. I'm sure you 
didn't pick this as a profession." He was right about tnat. 
And at this point I said, "I don't have any money, I don't 
have any family." So he said, "Think about it. You're 
still young. Opportunities will come. But always understand 
you make your opportunities." So he gave me twenty dollars 
extra. And I was on my way. 
One thing I failed to mention which was critical to my 
early development. Around thirteen years old, my mother had 
asked me to go to a library to check out a book by Richard 
Wright. And the title of the book was "Black Boy." You must 
understand that at that time this whole question of identity 
was never a large part of my consciousness. In the black 
community you still had white is right, yellow's this, 
brown's that and black is this. And so we were still in 
that kind of ethos. Which was really tearing the community 
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apart. It was certainly tearing me apart because I didn't 
understand what was happening. 
We lived in the final years of my mother's life right 
next door to the largest and most influential black 
Congregational Church in Michigan. The people who went to 
that church didn't live in that community. It's like these 
churches you buy because the white people have moved out. 
They had obviously bought this church and it was a 
magnificent structure. But the community around the church 
had basically decayed. Plymouth Congregational Church. I 
think Michael [Simanga] would know about it. 
Although my mother would take us to church, there was 
never any regular going. And most certainly once she got 
deep into the alcohol thing. But we never went to the 
church next door. So one day, I decided that I was going. 
I just wanted to meet those other people in there. So I put 
on my little used sports coat and used pants and it was just 
very painful the way the kids treated me. I was introduced 
to a level of cruelty among upper class black children that 
I've never forgot. 
So here I go to the library to get this book Black Boy, 
and my self-esteem is very low. Obviously you don't have 
anything. So I didn't want to go to the library because I 
didn't want to go anywhere asking for anything black. I was 
ashamed of black. But she prevailed and I went and found 
the book on the shelf myself because I didn't want to ask 
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the white librarian for Black Boy. I went to the young 
people's section of the library and began to read. 
And for the first time in my life I was really just 
struck by words that propelled me into another arena. 
Richard Wright's Black Boy was so much like my own life in 
terms of just struggle. It was just struggle all the time. 
It's like you're forced to be a man when you haven't hit 
boyhood yet. You're forced to be a man when you haven't 
even become a teenager yet. And so, it just kind of gave me 
another insight in terms of "Wow, I'm not the only one in 
this mess." I never had a large running group of boys I ran 
with because for me I was always someplace else. I did not 
find fascination in the streets. I did not find fascination 
doing what boys did. I was not athletic. 
I read most of Black Boy that day at the library then 
checked it out and read the rest that evening. So it really 
kind of propelled me into another whole area of thinking. 
After I took that back, I checked out his Uncle Tom's 
Children, Native Son, and Twelve Million Black Voices. 
Eventually I read everything that Wright had written and 
began to study his life in terms of the impact of politics 
on his life. 
My first introduction to the whole communist movement 
was through his essay in a collection where he talks about 
how communism had failed intellectuals. It's a very 
important essay and gave me some insight into politics, at 
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least Left politics. This is why at one point I've never 
been pulled into the Left like a lot of our intellectuals 
are. I understood clearly what Wright went through in terms 
of trying to be an artist. But I went through everything 
Wright wrote. He was a poet, too. Not much, but he did 
write poetry. His work started my long journey toward 
literature in terms of reading. Through Wright I came in 
contact with Langston Hughes, Claude McKay and a lot of the 
early Renaissance writers. And writers of his generation, 
Wright's generation. You know, Melvin B. Toison, Margaret 
Walker Alexander and, of course, eventually put them in 
books. And that started my whole literary thing. 
And to bring this to some conclusion, at least until I 
get to the military years...I got very sick, I think in East 
St. Louis. The people I was traveling with left me in the 
hotel. They just left. All I had with me was my trumpet, 
flugelhorn, my one suit that... the first new suit I'd ever 
had that I got for my mother's funeral. My overcoat, two or 
three shirts, underwear, socks, suitcase, slide ruler (I 
thought I was going to be a mathematician at one time.) 
They just left me. And so this brother had given me the 
twenty dollars, 'cause I hadn't really made anything selling 
these magazines. So I paid my bill and went over to St. 
Louis and joined the Army. 
I was at a point where there was nothing else. There 
is no safety net, so all you depend upon is what you can do. 
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I've always been resourceful enough. I've never been in the 
beggar brigade. I don't like to ask anybody for anything. 
And so, I didn't see anything, especially now, I'm in 
Missouri. I didn't have anything. I think my mother had a 
half brother there. So I go to him, he gives me some help, 
but I really can't stay with him. I know for that week I 
just stayed in the library, stayed in the library. I'm just 
reading and reading and reading. 
I had already begun to read. Even when I was traveling 
I had a few books with me. I had my books, my music, and a 
slide ruler. So I decided I was going to join the Army. I 
hadn't taken this waiver from the Air Force so I knew what 
the problem was--I had a heart murmur. So I decided that I 
didn't want to go into the regular Army. I just wanted to 
go into the Reserves. If I could just get six months, you 
know, get some weight on me, get some food, three meals a 
day, regularly get a place to sleep. I'm just looking for a 
safety net to get on my feet. 
So I go to try to join the Reserves in Missouri, but 
they weren't taking any Reserves. They were only taking 
what they called the regular Army, which meant that I had to 
commit for three years. So I didn't have any alternative at 
that point. I said, "Yes, I'll try that." Getting in 
wasn't any problem. I had graduated from high school, I'd 
graduated from Dunbar here (in Chicago) . And you know, I 
was considered pretty intelligent. In fact, I had scored 
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high enough for Officers Candidate School. But I wasn't 
thinking about being an officer. 
So what happened when we had the physical in this large 
room with all these white doctors? You know, most of these 
doctors were white and working on their medical degree via 
the military. So they were young. So I just went to the 
youngest doctor there and when he got to checking my heart, 
asked me to do some push ups and stuff like that, he asked 
me, "What's wrong with your heart?" I said, "There's 
nothing wrong with my heart. I'm just nervous. I haven't 
been around this many white people in my life." I got in 
the Army. 
Lita: (Laughter) That explained the murmur, huh? 
Haki : Uh-huh. He just missed it. 
Lita: You gave me lot about your early years, which was 
great. The only question I have is, what age were you when 
your mother passed away? 
Haki: I had to be around sixteen. 
Lita: And how many siblings did you have? 
Haki: Just my sister. 
Lita: Jacqueline. 
Haki: Yes. She is about a year and half younger than I am. 
Lita: Now, in terms of, I guess until about the time you 
entered the Army, did you have, and this might go back to 
reading Wright's work, did you have any understanding in 
terms of race and class? 
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Haki: Yes. Sure. Reading Wright most certainly touched on 
race and class, especially in Native Son and to a certain 
extent Black Boy. He was basically dealing with the peasant 
class then. In Native Son you're dealing with the whole 
urban situation so the class and economic thing just plays 
very heavily in that. Absolutely. However, it was not 
necessarily an overriding motivating factor in my life. I 
mean I had a very elementary understanding of what was 
happening. I understood then that we, being black folks, 
are in a very disadvantaged position in this country. And 
that nothing was fair in terms of economics, in terms of 
politics, education. That not only were we black, we were 
poor, too. So we had all these strikes against us. So I 
knew that whatever I ended up doing or we ended up doing was 
going to require an awful lot of work, a lot of struggle. I 
was very clear about this early. In terms of-just seeing 
how my mother died and what she had to go through just to 
make a living for my sister and I. It was just very clear 
to me that it is never going to be easy. So I never 
expected an easy ride or a free ride at all. To the degree 
that I experienced welfare in the early days was basically 
getting cheese and peanut butter and bread from the welfare 
department. There was never any money or anything like 
that . 
So I was aware. Now, obviously once I got to the 
military, my consciousness was expanded because for the 
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first time in my life I was receiving a salary. I had a 
place to sleep. I was eating regularly. I had medical 
care. The work was like elementary. It was not ever 
taxing. At that point I just expanded my mind. I used 
three years of the military basically to read everything I 
could get my hands on about black folks. That's what I did 
for three years, for two years and ten months. And once I 
came out of the military I had read practically everything 
in print on or about black folks. I was reading somewhere 
close to a book a day. In 1963, it was actually...it must 
have been around 1961, I took Evelyn Woods reading course 
and...yeah, it had to be around '61. From that point on 
nothing could stop me. From that point on I began to 
accumulate a library. I was just 17 or 18 years old and 
decided I was going to have a serious library of black 
literature. 
Lita: Did you want to write at that point? 
Haki: I was writing at that point. See what happened at 
basic training changed my life to a great deal. I write 
about this a little bit in Claiming Earth. When I got into 
basic training I was reading Paul Robeson. By that time, I 
had gone through Wright. I had gone through a great deal of 
W.E.B. DuBois. DuBois introduced me to Robeson, and I had 
gone through E. Franklin Frazier. I was reading a lot of 
sociology and stuff like that. So at that age, my mind 
never went to sleep. I was always reading. 
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I was on the way to basic training reading Here I Stand 
by Paul Robeson, which is his memoirs. I got off the bus 
and the drill sergeant sees Paul Robeson's big black 
magnificent face on the cover and snatches the book out of 
my hand. You know, barking in my face saying, "What are you 
doing reading this Negro communist?" That was the first 
time I'd heard a double negative used so creatively. That's 
right he said, "black communist." That what it was, not 
Negro communist. He said black communist. At the same time 
he snatched my book, he said, "All you women up against the 
bus." Now there aren't any women there, just these men. 
This is 1960. So we jump up against the bus. There are 
only three black men, the rest white, and he held my book 
over his head and began to tear the pages out of my book and 
gave a page to each of the recruits to use as toilet paper. 
That's what he told them. 
So I'm standing up against this bus, now I'm saying, 
"Why in the hell am I here? What am I doing in this place?" 
So I just decided four things that morning that would stay 
with me for the rest of my life. A cold October morning. 
One, I would never again, ever apologize for being 
black. I am who I am and if somebody's got a problem with 
that, that's their problem, it's not my problem. And if 
literature has taught me anything, it is that essentially 
you have to always go sub-surface, you have to go deep 
within yourself in order to be comfortable with yourself. 
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The second thing is that if I'm going to take this 
position, I have to know who I am. And so I decided I was 
going to put myself on my own re-education program. And 
this re-education program required me to re-read and to read 
everything that was available on, by, or about black folks. 
Three, that if I'm going to contribute, then not only 
must I read but I must write. And I began to write. Every 
book I finished, I wrote a two hundred-fifty word essay on 
the book. Now it may have been 200 words, 300 words, but my 
goal was to write 250 words on every book. What I 
recognized very early was that I did not have any serious 
writing skills. Especially reading the quality work and 
then trying to write about it. So it was very 
good...especially at a young age, that I began to see that I 
had to begin to augment my writing skills. I had to learn 
how to write if I was going to become a writer, number one. 
Two, in order to do the work justice that I'm reading I have 
to be able to write intelligently about it. So I began to 
study writing. 
The fourth thing is that for the first time in my 
life...see, when he told us to get up against this bus I'm 
trying to figure out what my options are. Do I leave? Go 
AWOL? What do I do? But I was reading, luckily. . .this is 
why literature is so important... I was reading also John 
Oliver Killens' And Then We Heard The Thunder, which is a 
very important book about black men and Europeans going to 
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War World II. You know, commenting on World War II, and 
what John Killens taught me is that when you are outnumbered 
you just keep your mouth shut. You think about your future. 
You try to strategize, etc. And that's what I did. 
So I decided the fourth thing. If the ideas in Paul 
Robeson's book frightened this man so much...he never read 
the book, I'm certain of that...but Paul Robeson the man, 
he'd just come out of HUAC, the House Un-American Activities 
Committee hearings. You got this whole communist scare, you 
got the cold war being initiated. Robeson had been called 
before the HUAC, like DuBois, Langston Hughes and so forth. 
And so, what I decided that cold morning was that if the 
ideas in that book that he'd never read, but most certainly 
the idea of Robeson, frightened him so much that I decided 
that I was going to go in the idea business. I'm going to 
buy into picking no God damned cotton, carrying no load. 
That I'm going to sharpen my mind. And I didn't need nobody 
to legitimize it. But I'm going to sharpen my mind to the 
point where it will be my major weapon. And that's what 
I've been trying to do all my life. 
Once in the military, the library became just as 
important as water, food, women. That's what was important. 
I would devour libraries. Wherever I went, I would devour 
libraries. And I began to do something which has followed 
me to this day. I would visit used bookstores. See, I've 
got first editions of most of the major works. But I got my 
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first editions for twenty five cents, thirty cents, a 
dollar, two dollars and stuff like that. Books became my 
life. My personal library is around 35,000 titles right 
now. That's my personal library and I've given away part of 
it. I've given part to the school over there. I gave a 
thousand books to Chicago State last year. All these books 
here in all these offices, these are my personal books here. 
So every place I would go, every place I would travel, every 
place I was stationed or visited, I would visit used 
bookstores. Used bookstores became more important to 
me...when other people would go to nightclubs and to shows, 
I would go to used bookstores and would find these books. 
So libraries became my life. So yes, I became political 
very early. 
Luckily I was stationed in the Chicago area. I was 
stationed at Arlington Heights, Missile Barracks. Then I 
was stationed at Fort Sheridan for a while. As a result of 
that, I came to the DuSable Museum and I hooked up with 
Margaret Burroughs and Charlie Burroughs. Now, the 
interesting thing about this is that both Margaret and 
Charlie are pretty left wing. They're real left. I mean 
Charlie Burroughs was raised in Russia, the USSR. And 
Charlie introduced me to the Russian writers Chekov. The 
major Russian writers I got through Charlie Burroughs. They 
both had one of the best libraries that I knew of at that 
time . 
177 
Margaret and Charlie kind of adopted me and I helped 
build the early phase of the museum. I was a volunteer for 
about three years, from 1962 to 66. And anytime a Russian 
delegation would through Chicago, they'd always hit the 
museum. So I would meet them. Margaret and Charlie were 
always very political, very political. Primarily Left. So 
I was able to see how they functioned. And they were my 
early influence on the importance of institutions because, 
see, the DuSable Museum was first in their home. They lived 
on 86th and Michigan Avenue. The first floor was the museum 
and eventually the basement was the museum and they lived on 
the second floor. That's where their library was and so 
forth. And I became somewhat of an assistant curator, which 
was basically just showing people through the museum and 
talking about black history and stuff like that. It was 
actually Margaret Burroughs who really suggested that I 
publish my first poetry. That's how I began to get the 
poetry out there. 
So politics have always been a part of my life and it 
started very early with the introduction to Richard Wright. 
Lita: You're back, out of the Army. You're in Chicago. 
The Civil Rights Movement's gaining momentum. What memories 
do you have of organizations, members here in Chicago? 
Haki: Well, I came out of the military in August 1963 and 
in September of '63 four little black girls are murdered in 
Birmingham, Alabama and the question for me was a very 
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serious question. What do you do? I mean here, we're still 
in apartheid USA. You got these crazy people killing our 
children. I'd been taught to be a killer the last three 
years. What do you do? Do you join the killers of the 
world or do you try to do something about it in terms of 
working with your people? That was part of the dilemma. It 
was not a great dilemma because I had pretty much made that 
decision in terms of the literature and the problems I went 
through in the military. I was almost killed in the 
military because of this whole racial thing. And so when I 
came out, I got an apartment on 63rd and Ada. I lived in a 
basement apartment on 63rd and Ada and continued to work 
with the museum and went to school. I went to, at that time 
it was Wilson Junior College, it's Kennedy King now. We're 
talking about 1963. September 63. I worked nights. I 
worked at the stockyards, you know, whereever I could pick 
up work. I worked at the Post Office for a couple of years 
at night and did a small amount of work at Spiegels as a 
Junior Executive, in the early 60's. 
I began to work with CORE primarily, the Congress of 
Racial Equality, here in Chicago. Robert Lucas, Bob Lucas 
at that time was the chair of CORE. But what was my major 
work was trying to write, begin to publish. I eventually 
met two men who would basically direct me and showed 
some...other than Margaret Burroughs and Charlie 
Burroughs. . .showed some interest in my work. That was 
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Dudley Randall, who became my first publisher. Broadside 
Press, he was the publisher at Broadside Press. And Hoyt W. 
Fuller who was the managing editor of Negro Digest (Black 
World) magazine. But prior to my meeting Dudley Randall, 
I'd published my own book, my first book. It was Think 
Black. I published that in 1966 myself. I threw the poems 
together. In fact, there was another man, a man by the name 
of Eugene Feldmand. He was a Jewish, white man who worked 
with Margaret Burroughs and Charlie Burroughs and was 
committed to black folks. He would be one of these 
men...I'd just say he was a good man. And he suggested 
actually the cover for the book. He said, "Why don't you 
put the continent of Africa on the book?" I'd come up with 
the title, Think Black. Eugene said, "Why don't you put 
Africa on the book?" So I got a picture of Africa and put 
it on there and took these poems to a black printer on the 
west side of Chicago. I had searched around to get the best 
price and I could do 600 copies for $2 00 to $300. 
So I got it done and that started me as a published 
poet and as a publisher, too. So I'm understanding the 
process. Now what do you do with 600 books and you don't 
have a distributing network? This is in the midst of the 
whole civil rights and you start talking black, you got the 
whole black and proud coming in. So in 1966 I got these 
books I began to just... most certainly in CORE and I began 
working a little bit with SNCC and eventually ended up 
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working with SCLC, when Jesse came to town and stuff like 
that. I'd sell the books at the rallies. I'd stand at 63rd 
and Cottage Grove under the el and sell the books and stuff 
like that. Whenever King would come, at the rallies, you 
know I was at most of the marches in Chicago. My major 
involvement was with OBAC, Organization of Black American 
Culture writer's workshop. 
I was one of the founding members of the writer's 
workshop. Hoyt Fuller and I had become like, big brother, 
younger brother and he saw something of value in my work and 
began to publish my work regularly in "Negro Digest." I 
broke into "Negro Digest" primarily as a book reviewer. I 
would review a lot of books and eventually as a poet. So 
that was just a very, very important relationship. 
So we're still talking around, 1966 to 1967, and then I 
think in the summer of '67 I met Gwendolyn Brooks. What 
happened then was Gwendolyn Brooks was teaching a writer's 
workshop to a segment of the Blackstone Rangers at a church 
right here on the South Side of Chicago, down at Woodlawn. 
Oscar Brown Jr. was putting on this big production and 
Gwendolyn was out there teaching. So I and some of the 
poets went down there just to check her out. And from that 
point on, we just continued to go and eventually that 
workshop moved into her home and became the Gwendolyn Brooks 
workshop. At the same time Gwendolyn Brooks moved from 
Harper and Row to Broadside Press. And by then Broadside 
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Press had published my next book, which was "Black Pride." 
Dudley Randall wrote the introduction for it. 
Around '67 or '68, J. Edgar Hoover under his leadership 
of the FBI had initiated COINTELPRO, which was a counter¬ 
intelligence program to disrupt the black movement. He had 
targeted mainly the major civil rights organizations: SCLC, 
NAACP, CORE. They did not know too much about the 
underground movement until the Panthers hit and they got 
targeted as well as other groups. 
You had the RED Squad here in Chicago. And you had a 
certain amount of fear element coming in because every time 
you turned around, you don't know whether you're dealing 
with the FBI, undercover cops or what the case is. So the 
whole struggle took on another whole life of its own. 
So, in 1969 I went to Algiers (Algeria) for the first 
time, for the first time for a festival. Gwendolyn Brooks 
is very instrumental in helping me go there. In fact, she 
encouraged me to go. We had heard about this big festival 
and at that time a lot of the Panthers had left the country 
and were living in Algiers. This is where the third world 
struggle was happening. Of course, Frantz Fanon writes 
lovingly about Algiers. I wanted to go there just to see 
the square that was named after Frantz Fanon. Anyway, I 
went, which was my first trip to Africa. I went by myself.. 
It was a very important trip because again, it was the first 
time I was ever out of the country other than to Mexico and 
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Canada. But I'd never gone across the ocean anywhere. So I 
got to Algiers and that is where I met Nina Simone. In 
fact, I had published ... I'm missing a whole lot... maybe 
not...1969, yeah, I am missing a lot. 
OK, by 1968, I had published two books. Stay Black and 
Black Pride. Yeah, Broadside Press published Black Pride 
and Dudley Randall wrote the introduction to it. In the 
first part of the year in 1968, I was invited to Fisk 
University for a writers' conference sponsored every year by 
Fisk University under the direction of John Oliver Killens. 
Now, obviously I wanted to go to this and when he invited me 
to be a presenter. I was very excited because John Killens' 
work had influenced me a great deal. I had read all of his 
novels and had read his book of essays. 
So I came, and by that time my work was being 
celebrated in certain quarters and when I got down there, 
several things happened. When I got down there I met Robert 
Hayden. Bobby Hayden was teaching at Fisk University, but 
he and John Killens were poles apart in terms of the 
politics. Hayden did not consider himself a black writer, 
he just saw himself as a writer. Even though if you read 
his poetry it is some of the best poetry in the universe 
written by black folks. 
I saw Robert Hayden going across the quad, you know, 
across the green. And I called out to him and he stopped 
and I introduced myself. He invited me to his home and we 
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sat down and had tea. We talked and he listened to me, and 
basically told me where I was wrong. He did it in a way 
that was not too negative. But it didn't sit with me too 
well, so I left and went back to the conference and that's 
where I met Nikki. Nikki Giovanni. She was finishing her 
last year down there at Fisk University. And we became 
friends. 
I gave a reading there and the place just erupted. As 
a result of that reading and my poetry at the whole 
conference, I was offered two jobs. I was offered a job at 
Talledega in Alabama and I was offered a job at Cornell 
University up in Ithaca, New York. 
When I came back here to Chicago, I talked to Gwen 
about it, and Hoyt, George Kent. These were the kind of 
people I listened to. George Kent was the great critic. 
One of the first blacks to receive a tenured professorship 
at the University of Chicago. He did a book on Gwendolyn 
Brooks. So I said, "I want to go to Talledega. I want to 
go to a black school." And they said, "Why don't you go on 
down there first and take the opportunity to speak down 
there? Don't close the door on Cornell." 
So I took their advice and went down to Talledega. It 
was a nice campus. Nice and warm and everything. Probably 
if I'd gotten that job, my life would've changed. It 
probably would have been a lot different. Once I spoke they 
wouldn't give me the job. They didn't want that kind of 
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fire, that kind of political mind on that campus. Now, I'm 
talking late 60's. 
So I didn't get that job and decided to go on up to 
Cornell. But the Cornell job was not a given either. They 
didn't want me to speak. What happened was they brought me 
into the English department and had these five men, these 
white elderly men in the English department. They were 
sitting around this table...it was about four of them, four 
men, I made five. What they were doing was seeing if I was 
qualified to teach at Cornell. They were grilling me on 
black literature. But I discovered very early that only one 
of the men there, I don't remember his name, knew anything 
about black literature. The others probably read Invisible 
Man and Native Son. That was it. So I basically turned the 
interview around and questioned them about the literature. 
I got the job. It was 1969. 
I'd have to go back and look at my notes, but I'm 
pretty sure I went to Africa prior to going to Cornell. But 
when I came back from Africa...1 have to go back and look at 
these dates, I'm not certain because it might have been 
after...it had to be after...it was after Cornell. It had 
to be because Don't Cry, Scream had to be published. It was 
published already. But Don't Cry Scream was not published 
until after I finished that year at Cornell because I wrote 
Don't Cry, Scream at Cornell University. And I was involved 
with the students very deeply. That's when they had that 
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big take-over of Cornell using the weapons and all that 
stuff. Did you see the article that Ebony did on them? 
Lita: No. 
Haki: I'll give you a copy of that, too. You know, there 
was a book written on my work, too. A published book. I 
have to give you a copy of that. 
So at Cornell, I taught this course called World View, 
which I created myself. The course dealt with the 
literature, the music, visual arts, dance, everything. But 
I was basically trying to do was introduce these black 
students to a level of the black community that would be 
cross disciplined, since they weren't getting anything. And 
I was brought there primarily to try to do something because 
these students were getting hot. So when this whole 
rebellion went down there, the administration tried to 
include me in the negotiations with the students to try to 
stop this thing. Of course I said, "No. I'm not coming 
here for that. Absolutely not." The other members of the 
faculty did get involved, which I'm not going to get into at 
this point in terms of their names. 
That whole rebellion brought to the campus the African 
Studies Department. James Turner had just finished up here 
at Northwestern. So we brought James Turner in as well as 
other people to interview. James Turner ended up getting 
the job. Now, he asked me to stay and my year was about up. 
I said, "No, I'm not staying. I'm gone." 
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And what happened, which basically catapulted my whole 
career...see, I used to read poetry every place here in the 
city. And with OBAC and even the Gwendolyn Brooks poetry 
workshop, we used to go into bars and taverns and just stop 
stuff and just read. I remember one night I was reading at 
the Settlement the new Settlement on 7th street and Drexler, 
at that time they used to do jazz at least once or twice a 
week. I don't remember what the occasion was, but I was 
reading poetry there that night. I read a poem. . .1 don't 
even remember the poem...but anyway, a writer from Ebony was 
there. His name was David Llorens. He worked for Negro 
Digest/Black World, but he was writing for Ebony at that 
time. David and I were about the same age. His life dream 
was to be a writer. We all had been influenced by Baldwin, 
influenced by Wright, influenced by all the major writers 
coming along at that time... I mean writing was like in our 
blood. This was like musicians wanted to be the next Trane 
or Cannonball Adderly or Lee Morgan or whatever the case may 
be. We wanted to be the next Baldwin or Gwendolyn Brooks. 
David and I didn't know each other, but I read the poem and 




S+H Green Stamps" 
187 
And David fell off the stool. Primarily because he was 
raised Catholic. This was like blasphemous and he had never 
heard anything like this in terms of poetry. So he came up 
and said, "Show me these poems." I mean black poetry, 
especially the type we were writing was like, "This is just 
not happening." We became close, not too close, but we 
became acquaintances in the whole writing community. We 
stayed in communications and he said, "Haki, let me write a 
story about you for Ebony." And, I mean, Ebony is the 
biggest thing out there. I said, "Damn. Sure." I just had 
two books out but he said, "OK. I can sell this to John 
Johnson because you're at Cornell, not because of the two 
books but because you're the black writer in residence at 
Cornell University." 
So he comes up to Cornell and they sent Moneeta Sleet, 
you know, the major photographer, up to there and they 
stayed with me for about three or four days. He was just 
going to class with me, recording everything and writing the 
story. By that time I had finished most of Don't Cry, 
Scream and Dudley was getting ready to publish it. It 
almost coincided with the article of the article in Ebony. 
And so, Don't Cry, Scream just jumped. It sold easily, over 
250,000 copies and that's how Don Lee became known on a 
national level. You had Ebony with the article and then you 
had Don't Cry, Scream and everybody was carrying this red 
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and black with my face on. In fact, that's the face of the 
cover right there. 
And that's how it kind of got started on a national 
level. I went to Africa after that. What happened was, I 
had left Cornell, came back here, and began to teach at 
Illinois in Chicago in the English department and went to 
Africa. When I came back, a letter was waiting on me from 
Howard University asking me to come work at Howard. I knew 
I couldn't take this. I said, "I can't leave Chicago." And 
since I had a job here I said, "I'll just stay with 
Illinois." But I had talked to two other universities prior 
to that. I failed to mention that. Gwendolyn Brooks was 
teaching at Columbia College. At the time Columbia College 
was over on Lakeshore Drive. It wasn't at the campus over 
on Michigan. Gwen had another offer to go someplace else 
and she asked me to take the last semester at Columbia. So, 
reluctantly, I took it. This was my first teaching at a 
university. I never thought I'd be at teacher at that 
level. I got it and I taught and that was one. I think 
that next semester...I really have to research these 
years...but, Gwen had recommended me for Northeastern 
University. So I taught there for a semester, I think. I 
know at least a semester. I know at Columbia it was one 
semester. And I think Northeastern was also a semester. 
Then I got a job offer from Illinois, then I went to 
111inois. 
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(Interruption) Excuse me. No. No. 
I went to Illinois after Cornell. So we're talking 
about probably '69-70, 70-71. No, no, no. '69-70 and then 
'70 the first part of '70 at Illinois. Then I got the 
letter from Howard. From Eugene. . .uh. . .from Andrew, Dr. 
Andrew Billingsley, who's one of the major social scientist 
in the country specializing in the family. His last book 
was Climbing Jacob's Ladder. But Andrew Billingsly knew my 
work and what they were pulling together at Howard 
University was an institute for the arts and humanities. 
This is 1970 and Andy asked me to come out and look at 
what they were doing, talk to him and see if I'd like to 
join this team. And the team was being led by Steven 
Henderson. Obviously, I was aware of Steven Henderson's 
work. He and Mercer Cook had published this book, The 
Militant Black Writer. And Steve was considered one of the 
quality men in our struggle. They had also pulled down John 
O. Killens from Fisk. 
John was going to be the Fiction Writer in Residence and 
they wanted me to be the Poet in Residence. 
I went out there and we all sat and talked, then I 
talked with Dr. Billingsly and I said, "I can't move here. 
I can't relocate to Washington." I'd started Third World 
Press in 1967 and we had started the Institute of Positive 
Education in 1969. And so Andy said, "What if we worked it 
out where you could commute?" Now this was before "Future 
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Shock," before Allan Thompson was talking about all this 
stuff. So I said, "That's something to think about." He 
said, "We'll work it out. We'll pay you a nice salary and 
we'll pay your travel so you can fly in and fly out every 
week." I said, I'll do it and they gave me a three-year 
contract. That three years turned into eight years. Every 
week, I would fly from Chicago on Tuesday and come back on 
Thursday night or Friday mornings from Washington, D.C. 
Now you look at eight years and look at all the other 
travel. Speaking places, Africa, Asia and all these other 
places I've been in the world. I have to back up a little 
bit because I'd missed probably two defining points of my 
life. The founding of Third World Press in 1967 in my 
basement apartment on the southside of Chicago. I had 
earned some money...maybe about three or four hundred 
dollars from a poetry reading or something... and had 
purchased this used mimeograph machine and I called Johari 
Amini, who was Jewell Latimore at that time, and Carolyn 
Rodgers. We were all students. I said, "let's start this 
poetry group." Johari, and Carolyn said, "Yeah, let's do 
it." They ain't got no money or nothing like that. But I 
basically wanted to include these other poets. Carolyn 
Rodgers came up with the name Third World Press and we just 
published their first two books. We published "Songs of 
Blackbird" and...what was Carolyn's first book? I have to 
get that back to you. But we did it on this mimeograph 
191 
machine and that started Third World Press. Carolyn Rodgers 
only stayed with us about two or three months and then she 
went to a major white press. But off and on, Johari stayed 
with us for about ten years until she decided to go into 
medicine. She's a chiropractor now. 
So Thied World Press was kind of a labor of love, and 
obviously once I began to have to make this commute and 
leave. We started in my basement apartment then we moved to 
Ellis Bookstore on 63rd and Cottage Grove. Then once I got 
back from Cornell we got the place, two storefronts on 78th 
and Ellis. It's right across the street from our school. 
On the corner. So we got those two storefronts. One 
storefront was for the press, Third World Press, and the 
other storefront was for the Institute of Positive 
Education. 
Once we started... I'd always felt that the publishing 
company is important, fine. But I've got this activist 
spirit, so the books and another spirit are saying we got to 
deal with these children and we started the Institute of 
Positive Education. And we basically dealt with children 
in this community. After school tutoring, all day Saturday, 
African centered programs. We used to run past this place 
all the time. We used to exercise right across in the park. 
We used to run that everyday just to get started in terms of 
our political stuff. We used to run past the school and say 
what could we do if we had a school like this someday. 
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That was the '60's. The 60's were very heady days. I 
think what closed the 60's for me...I need to go back and 
look at my books to check the date to see exactly when it 
was...But what closed the l60's for me metaphorically was 
the murder of Fred Hampton and Mark Clark. There are some 
other things that went down, too. Obviously the rebellions 
as a result of the murder of King and obviously it was 
another awakening when Malcolm was murdered in '65. It was 
another whole awakening. But even though I had met King, I 
never met Malcolm, I had met King. I did not know him. I 
was not a confidante. I just met him. I was a foot soldier 
at that time. But Fred and I were almost the same age and 
we would just talk. I did not know Mark Clark. But when 
they murdered Fred right here in Chicago, that was just 
frightening. Of course, I had some military background and 
I just went and bought some more weapons because I felt like 
at this point this must be it. And was going to go do 
somethings because he was basically killed by some black 
cops. But I was talked out of that by some people. 
As a result of that whole thing with Fred Hampton and 
Mark Clark, I went back to Africa for some reason. That 
might have been...I'm sure exactly what trip that was. 
Anyway it was after that Africa trip that I wrote We Walk 
the Way of the New World. 1 felt that our struggle had 
been demoralized. 
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You had this COINTELPRO, you had the Red Squad in 
Chicago and you had every local police receiving all this 
money from the federal government basically to disrupt the 
black movement. And so, I saw brothers and sisters turning 
to anti-social behavior, drugs, alcohol. And having come 
out of a dysfunctional family, I knew that wasn't the 
answer. I'm probably one of the few persons in struggle, 
black struggle period, who has never been high. I never 
drank anything. I never smoked. I've never been involved 
in trying to diminish one's own life by just anti-social 
behavior. At the same time you're always looking trying to 
find out, what is the answer? What is the answer? 
Obviously, I came through the church and had very 
negative experiences in the church. We'd started the 
Congress of African People. Karenga had been put in 
captivity because of some problems out there on the West 
Coast. We were dealing in the early days with this whole 
question of Kawaida. So for about a year or two years we 
were involved with the Congress of African People. And 
involved with the Congress of African People, we were also 
involved with the African Liberation Support Committee. We 
are all African-centered at that point. We're trying to 
move toward some closure on apartheid in South Africa and 
most importantly the type of colonialism and neo-colonialism 
that still existed in much of Africa. So we're working 
diligently in our own way trying to deal with these 
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problems, all these problems. So I'm saying you look at 
all this coming on. We're trying to deal with education 
here in Chicago. Trying to deal with the publishing 
company. I'm traveling back and forth to Howard every week, 
as well as doing readings and trying to raise money because 
everything... there has never been any grants and stuff. All 
my money has gone into building these institutions. All of 
it. Every penny. 
In the process of building the school that's when I met 
Pili's [Michael Simanga] mother and father in Detroit. He 
was involved in the city. Imani was searching for what she 
wanted to do and so we began to and so we began to. . .so we 
said. . .1 mean our school became a model for other schools 
around the country in many cases. We were involved in the 
early development of CIBI, the Council of Independent Black 
Institutions. So it's a whole lot there. It is very dense. 
At the same time we began to have...OBAC is still 
going...but we began to have some difficulty with Johnny 
Johnson. Now, I along with some other artists set up picket 
lines around Johnny Johnson's Ebony, Jet, and Negro Digest 
building because we were just totally upset with this man 
continuing to advertise these skin whiteners and all this 
negative middle class black stuff that had nothing to do 
with the majority of the black community we felt. And he 
was not supporting black struggle at all. So we set up a 
picket line outside the old office. This was before they 
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moved into the new place on Michigan Avenue. Johnny Johnson 
met with us and said he was going to pull those ads out and 
he gave some money to a couple of theater groups. And we 
went on home. 
About a year or two years later we became upset. . . no, 
no, no...at that first picket line we demanded that he 
change the name from Negro Digest to Black World Magazine. 
So that's how that happened. That was the first time that I 
publicly went on a picket line against John Johnson. So 
we're moving on into the '70's. 
Now, Hoyt Fuller as far as I'm concerned was one of the 
main architects of this whole black arts movement. Because 
through the pages of Negro Digest/Black World Magazine, you 
had the theoretical basis being built. You had the theory 
being built. I was writing essays. [Amiri] Baraka was 
writing essays. Harold Cruse was writing essays. You got 
John Oliver Killens writing essays. You got John Clarke. 
You got Addison Gayle Jr. writing essays. You got some of 
the best minds in our struggle really bringing forth the 
theory of black struggle, most certainly black literary 
struggle through the pages of Black World. And Hoyt Fuller 
being the catalyst for all of that. 
I became aware of Diop's work through this and began to 
publish both of them eventually. So we had we felt at one 
level kind of a prize here. We had one of the major poets 
and one of the major minds, if not the major magazine 
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editor, black magazine editor most certainly, in the world. 
There was no other magazine that had the reach of Negro 
Digest/Black World. It had a minimum publication of over 
50,000 each month. So you multiply that by five readers. 
And for Negro Digest/Black World you multiply that by ten. 
I'm probably one of the few people who's got almost the 
entire...I got two sets. It was just that valuable. We'd 
just go through that magazine from front to back. And 
Hoyt's perspective, and each issue was just like a rallying 
call. It would just lay out what was happening... he just 
knew everybody. 
As a result of that connection and of course writing 
and publishing and so forth, you began to be elevated to 
another level. Now the important thing about my elevation-- 
it never got out of hand in terms of my own importance 
because of the people I'm around. 
Because I was always their student. Gwendolyn Brooks, Hoyt 
Fuller, Dudley Randall, Margaret Burroughs, Charlie 
Burroughs, most certainly Malcolm X, Langston Hughes and so 
forth. So they were always there to keep me in check. 
Especially as a young man trying to step out there. They'd 
say, "OK, watch your step and watch your step back." But 
what really made me stay right where I'm at was trying to 
build these institutions. 
I've always felt that I had this urge this need to 
write. I had this gift to write. Even though it is 
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difficult, it was extremely difficult, but not as difficult 
as trying to build these institutions. When you are in a 
position where you've got to meet a payroll every two weeks 
it becomes like another world. See, it was never a real 
problem when I just had to worry about myself. In terms of 
worrying about myself about writing or publishing. But when 
every two weeks you've got to find money to pay people and 
these people are dependent upon these institutions or you to 
make sure it happens, it became another whole ball game. 
Another kinda ball game. We've got about 35 to 40 people 
over there, working hard every day. We've got about 12 or 
13 people working in here. I can't write a poem and say, 
"Here's your pay." You've got to write a paycheck, and 
say, "Here's your check." 
This started back in 1969 and to a certain extent in 
1968. I'm saying that anything that you are involved in, 
what was always on my mind was, "What do we produce that 
would allow us to make some money so we can pay these 
people?" So everything I ever made always went back. I 
never took any of my royalties. It all went back, boom, 
back into the company. 
So, that put another level of responsibility on me that 
had not been on other writers. And also, since I had 
another level of popularity it really solidified, and said, 
"OK. I've got to publish my work and get it out so we can 
continue." You know what I'm saying? So I never saw it too 
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much as a conflict of interest because all my work for the 
first 8 or 9 books were basically published by Broadside 
Press. I didn't start publishing my own work until 
Broadside Press changed hands in terms of ownership. And 
then I started publishing... the first book of mine that 
Third World Press published was Enemies! The Clash Of Races. 
That was 1978. So, it's a lot. It's an awful lot. I think 
that because those years, the '60s and '70's, were critical 
years. They were like make or break years. And in many 
years they were like break years because it seemed like 
every obstacle in the world was thrown in front of you. 
Many times we almost lost this thing. In terms of dealing 
with taxes, the 1RS came down on me like a ton of bricks and 
almost took everything. My house and everything else. 
I met Safisha, my wife, back in 1969, and we began to 
interact with each other. She was a woman who was highly 
unusual. She had basically finished graduate school at the 
University of Illinois. I met her while she was 
completing... no, she had completed her Masters at the 
University of Chicago. And she had done her dissertation 
on my work. I don't even know if that still exists or not. 
Either she did her dissertation on my work or did part of 
her dissertation on my work. No, that's not how we met. I 
met her in some school some place where I'd been invited to 
read poetry. This was a grade school and she was teaching 
children to read and write and introduced them to black 
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literature and stuff. That's how we met. And I just found 
out recently that Lolita Graves, who's a major educator here 
in Illinois, she was the person who'd invited me there to 
read, that's when I met Safisha. Of course, we began to 
interact because here's a woman...you say there's nothing 
more dangerous than a black woman with a brain...and she 
clearly had a brain. You couldn't walk up and say, "Hello, 
baby, what's your name?" 
(Laughter) So you know the brother's using his brain 
overtime to see how to get to know that brain. (Laughter) 
So that eventually worked out and we began to...1 met her 
before, probably before we started the Institute of Positive 
Education...we were all kinda co-founders of the Institute 
of Positive Education. 
She was the one that really kind of pushed me deeper 
into this whole question of literature on early childhood 
education. She was teaching at Kennedy-King at that time in 
the English department. But she felt like most of us felt, 
that by the time they got to Kennedy-King College, if they 
got that far, but most certainly by the time they got to 
high school either they were there or they weren't there. 
We had to do something early and that's when we went to 
early childhood education. She had taught at every level. 
She'd taught at elementary school, high school and now she 
was at the college level. And she was somewhere around 21- 
22 years old. She was dynamite, a brain. Looked halfway 
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decent, too. (Laughter) So, we began to interact and got 
married in 1974. Had one of the wildest African weddings 
probably ever in the history of Chicago. In the park out 
there. Jet did a couple things on it and Black Collegian 
did a whole piece on it. It was really nice. 
Lita: Oh, my goodness. I'm all confused now. Ummm...I'm 
going to go back to the 60's and the Black Arts Movement. 
Did you feel like you were part of a national movement with 
goals and a sense of direction... and kinda going into that 
if you could talk about the founding of OBAC and who was 
part of it and your goals for OBAC. 
Haki: Well, we always felt we were much larger than we are 
because we knew that there were strong pockets in New York, 
Los Angeles, San Francisco. Probably in the south, 
primarily around New Orleans, Atlanta. We knew that there 
were these writers, musicians and visual artists all over. 
Our contact with each other and the way we interact with 
each other was very different than what is happening today. 
Whereas John Coltrane and...I mean Archie Shepp and I read 
poetry together...I mean I read poetry with Archie 
Shepp...Pharoah Sanders and I would talk. I brought Pharoah 
Sanders to Cornell University to play and I brought him here 
to do stuff. I'm saying there was that kind of relationship 
between the artists. I was very close to the visual 
artists, Meridith Phillips, Jeff Donaldson and the whole 
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Afro-Cobra Group. I was very close to the musicians here 
from ACM, Lou Hall, Richard Abrams. 
There was this whole feeling of empowerment. We had 
the music, we had the visual arts, we had the poetry, we had 
fiction. They had this whole gigantic movement which we 
were all a part of. And which basically kept us narrow and 
straight because this movement was like surrogate mothers 
and fathers. And most certainly during the later part of 
the 60's you had these Black Power Conferences going on. 
You'd go to these Black Power Conferences and these whole 
Black Arts Movement Conferences and you just said, "Yeah, we 
can do this." It was like at one point, you forget because 
this deep brotherhood and sisterhood would drag us around 
the world and most certainly around the country. But we 
were not just writers because you had the musicians and you 
had the visual artists and you had other people doing the 
same thing. 
I mean here in Chicago, we put up one of the first 
murals, The Wall of Respect, right there on 43rd and that 
got international publicity. Then of course with Ms. Brooks 
leaving Harper and Row and going with Broadside Press...we 
didn't think we could do anything wrong. Here we were 
building our own institutions. We had our major writer 
leaving a white publisher going to...see what I'm saying? 
So we were right on it. It was very exciting. Very heavy. 
I think that again we recognized the nature of our enemy but 
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did not. . . we just had to see for ourselves. . .did not 
appreciate the level of evil that existed in that enemy. 
But yes, to answer your question. We felt that we were 
a part of national strong movement. And OBAC we felt was 
the center of it. We're getting ready to publish a book by 
Kalaamu Ya Salaam, The Magic of JuJu, which is on the 
history of the Black Arts Movement. I read the first few 
drafts, but he re-did the draft and added about another 
hundred pages. I don't know what it's like now. 
But there were several pockets of this whole Black Arts 
Movement developing and Chicago was the like the center. 
Chicago was almost like the communications center. You had 
Johnson here, you had Third World Press corning here. You 
had the Midwest, you had Detroit with Broadside Press. So 
Chicago was pivotal. Obviously you had Gwendolyn Brooks, 
Hoyt Fuller was here, you had Lerone Bennet in terms of one 
of the major historians. Like I mentioned, George Kent was 
here. So you had. . .then you had other writers and poets 
here in Chicago. 
Then you had the New York center. You know, centered 
around Baraka, the Lafayette Theater, Ed Bullins and people 
like that. Than on the West Coast you had especially out in 
the Bay Area, you had Sonia Sanchez out there and Eldridge 
Cleaver coming up through the Panthers out there and stuff 
like that. The Journal of Black Poetry was one of the major 
vehicles. 
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But with OBAC, all the workshops did not fare as well 
as the writer's workshop. Primarily, I feel, because of the 
unselfishness and dedication and commitment of Hoyt Fuller. 
There is no way in the world that I could have kept OBAC 
going. I mean I didn't have that kind of stature, the 
resources or even the knowledge basis at that point of 
recognizing how important it was. How needed it was. But 
Hoyt Fuller had everything. But the key thing he had was 
that everybody respected him. Without doubt or without 
question we knew that Hoyt Fuller was for real. Even though 
he came out of a black middle class environment. There was 
never any question of his commitment at all. He would give 
every thing he had for it. 
One reason I was able to even get to Cornell was 
because Hoyt Fuller loaned me about, I don't know, maybe 
seven or eight hundred dollars to buy a car. That's the 
only reason I was able to get up there without any serious 
difficulty. He was like a big brother of a resource. I'm 
saying he loaned me five or six hundred dollars and I'm sure 
all the other writers were hitting on him, too. 
He was the reason that OBAC flourished and lived really 
until he left. The reason he left was because John Johnson 
fired him. And he fired him because Hoyt would not...I'm 
saying the man had integrity. He was basically publishing 
both sides of the Israeli-Palestinian problem. We didn't 
know this at first. We knew he was doing it but we didn't 
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know the problems he was having at the John Johnson 
publishing company. So when he was fired, John Johnson made 
the statement that he wanted to discontinue publishing 
"Black World" magazine. He had just moved into the new 
building on Michigan Avenue so we set up picket lines 
outside there. John Henry Clarke came in, Val Grey Ward, 
other writers so we just set up picket lines. 
He came downstairs and said, "Can we meet upstairs?" I 
was the spokesperson and I just said, "We are very upset 
that Hoyt Fuller has been fired and we want to know why. 
Why are you discontinuing Black World magazine?" He was 
very cordial and very clear and said, "Well, it is my 
magazine." Which is true. He said, "Basically I'm a 
businessman and the Jewish community has come to me and 
threatened to pull their advertising out of "Ebony" and to 
go to their friends and have them pull their advertising out 
of Ebony and I just can't go out of business. And Hoyt 
Fuller, who is a man I respect, will not change his position 
and so I have to discontinue the magazine." And that's what 
happened. 
So we all met in New York, writers and people who were 
concerned, with Hoyt Fuller, just to see what we could do in 
terms of at least trying to keep a vehicle going. That's 
when we started First World Magazine and Hoyt moved to 
Atlanta. James Turner, who had always been a very integral 
part of this whole thing, offered Hoyt a job at Cornell 
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University and Hoyt began to commute between Atlanta and 
Ithaca, New York every week. He was doing what I was doing, 
but his was a more difficult commute because there is not a 
flight directly to Ithaca. You have to fly out of Atlanta 
to New York then Ithaca. Or Atlanta to Syracuse and 
Syracuse to Ithaca. Or Atlanta to Syracuse then drive down 
to Cornell. So he did this and it was just too much for 
him. Eventually he went to the post office one day, 
dropping off galleys for...copies of "First World" to be 
sent out, and came out to his car and just dropped dead. It 
was a horrible thing. It really effected me a great deal, 
cause we were very close. 
That was about '83 maybe. But, '76 was when...was that 
when...was that the last days of Black World? I'll have to 
look and see. When you began to...you know, one of the best 
sources of our whole struggle is to read those issues of 
Black World magazine. Go through those. And even some of 
the Ebonys. Some of the '60s Ebonys. I did a couple of 
articles in Ebony. I did one on the African Liberation 
Struggle, then they did that piece on me. I have done 
anything since then. 
At one point, things were moving so quickly and so fast 
that you really can't think about yourself. You can't think 
about... at least for me there was never this long-range 
thinking. You know, the five years and ten years...we were 
trying to get from week to week. 
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Lita: One of the things I'm doing in the dissertation is to 
show that you more than anyone emerged from the Black Arts 
Movement and maintained this consistency in three, maybe 
more, but in three areas which were very important, from 
what I can tell, to the goals of the movement. One was, you 
have remained an activist. You have also remained... well, 
as an artist you continued to develop. I want to talk about 
the evolution in your work and how you go from poetry to 
essays and why. And the other thing is that you remained 
rooted in the community. Can you talk a little about that? 
How were you able to do those three things? 
Haki: Well, the activism came about as a result of my early 
life. I just felt that one can not achieve without doing. 
So the activism is just an extension of politics. Which 
means essentially that I had, unlike many of the young 
activist of that time, read a tremendous amount of black 
literature. Even those folks I was working with in CORE, 
that I worked with even in OBAC. I was working with in SCLC 
or SNCC. In many cases these young people were not as well 
read as I. Therefore, my path had taken a dif f erent. . . the 
literature had informed my life on a different level. So 
the activism was never... it was like the blood in the veins. 
I've always felt that to get anything done, you had to be 
active. One of the reasons we started the Institute of 
Positive Education was because I felt that the publishing 
company was just not an activist entity enough for me. 
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The poetry, the whole artist side...I was tremendously 
influenced by Langston Hughes and Gwendolyn Brooks. What I 
saw in Gwendolyn Brooks was the real artist at work, which 
means essentially that she gave her money away. She worked 
and functioned in the community. Gwen used to live 
basically from here about ten blocks. But from our old 
location she just lived around the corner. You could ask 
Gwendolyn Brooks for anything and if she had it she would 
give it to you. There wasn't any question. What I learned 
from Gwendolyn Brooks was this religion of...what she would 
call her religion of kindness. And that she felt that if 
one is kind, if there is any justice in the universe than 
it's going to come back. She would always...she never said 
that she was going to retire. She felt that she was always 
going to write. And if she could write, she could always 
make a living. 
So I kind of got to that point, too. Now obviously I 
would not get the same kind of play or necessarily respect 
as a Gwendolyn Brooks because she had made her mark very 
early at age 32 with a Pulitzer Prize. I knew I had to kind 
of make something work on the black side as an artist. So 
to do that you've got to try to connect up at some point 
with black universities, black communities, black church, 
wherever the power centers are within the black community. 
And so, in my own small way I've been trying to do that. 
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Black people have short memories. So if you're not 
publishing every year at least then you're going to be 
forgotten. So with the poetry...the poetry kept coming. 
Think Black, Black Pride, Don't Cry, Scream, We Walk The 
Way Of The New World. Now, you get to 1973, 'cause what's 
happening is you've got The Congress of African People, 
you've got. . . I'm writing these essays, but I'm not 
publishing them in book form. They're being published in 
magazines and stuff like that. In 1973, two books come out, 
From Plan to Planet and Book of Life. Now at the same time 
I'm making another choice. I'm changing my name. From Plan 
to Planet comes first and then with Book of Life there's a 
name change happening. 
The essays were basically political and cultural essays 
as a result of all this work. So in some sense they're 
theoretical pieces, but in another sense they're not theory 
because they are what we've been trying to do for the last 
four or five years. But I realized too that there is a 
whole segment of black people out here who do not read 
poetry, may not even get to the poetry but would pick up a 
book of essays. So I'm thinking too... especially since I'm 
teaching also at Howard, so I'm getting another view of the 
black intelligentsia at Howard. They will read certain 
things. They will not read poetry. There's this kind of 
alienation from the poetry. But the essays...you have a 
book of essays, boom. So I published Plan to Planet and it 
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took off. I guess we sold over 100,000 copies of From Plan 
to Planet. And then Book of Life went through about 4 or 5 
printings, too. Now, Book of Life had an introductory 
essay, poetry, and then this whole set of about 92 short 
pieces of what I call proverbial poetry. In Ground Work we 
did Book of Life all over again. We did the whole book. 
I was saying, we had gone through all this pain, all 
this disruption, all this murder in our community. Our 
community had been flooded with drugs, businesses pulled 
out, so Book of Life for me was saying, "How do we hold on? 
How do we keep going?" So that whole poetry was very much a 
part of what I felt was an answer, but at the same time I 
knew that there had to be more, quote unquote, concrete 
directives. And that's how, Plan to Planet came about. 
Now, after Plan to Planet came Enemies. Enemies was 
the first book of essays after Plan to Planet but basically 
geared toward... that's that whole struggle of the 70's. By 
that time I'd gone to 6th PAC. I'd gone to FESPAC. 6th PAC 
was in Tanzania. FESPAC was in Nigeria. I'd gone to the 
first...this conference dealing with black intellectuals. 
That's where Harold Cruise and I became close in Senegal. 
So I'm saying that's at least three trips to Africa in the 
70's...I'm trying to think if there was more. There might 
have been one or two others. But that African consciousness 
had just clung. It had attached itself, so my name was 
changed in 1974 from Don Lee to Haki Madhubuti. 
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So it's this whole... it's a very deep, deep commitment. 
For me the artist part was not in conflict with activist 
part. Nor was it in conflict with the theoretical part in 
terms of saying that at some point you're going to try to 
write some theory or these other people are going to write 
it. Now, see during this period we had these real battles, 
this on going battle with these Lefties. You had a whole 
segment of the black Left trying to make us black Left and 
trying to get us to work with these white Lefties. You got 
a whole segment of the black revolutionary community, mainly 
the Panther Party, trying to get us to work with these white 
Lefties. 
I went to a lot of these secret meetings...not a lot, 
but several secret meetings in New York and other places 
meeting with these people. But I could just see that this 
was just detached from the community. They got this 
rhetoric out here. They got this Marxist-Leninist Mao Tse 
Tung theory out here but had no attachment to this 
community. It's alien. I didn't come out of no black 
middle class, privileged family going somewhere to Howard or 
Fisk or anyplace else. I came out of the central core of 
the black community and stayed there all my life. So I knew 
and had read a lot of the stuff early. I'd read Richard 
Wright, had read Paul Robeson. These people had not even 
read Richard Wright or Robeson. They went straight to the 
white Left stuff. So I'm saying if I'm going to deal with 
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this lLft...I'd already dealt with Margaret Burroughs and 
Charlie Burroughs... Charlie was born in Russia and he's not 
there anymore. So I'm questioning why he's not there. His 
priorities are in the black community because that's where 
he belongs. So it never...we had to bump heads early in 
this whole ideological struggle. So Baraka jumps up here in 
1974, and says, "I'm a Marxist-Leninist" and never even 
finished high school. See, our chapter of the Congress of 
African People sponsored the Midwest meeting of the Congress 
of African People and he got up there and said, "I'm a 
communist now." At that point, that was it. We split. 
That's when he came out with both feet jumping on Haki 
Madhubuti. Basically talking about nothing that had to do 
with politics. He talked about my diet...you know what I'm 
saying? It didn't have nothing to do with politics. And so 
we split up. By that time we had published two, three of 
his books. We had published, It's Nation Time, Jello, and 
Kawaida Studies. And maybe one other. And so we just split 
at that point. 
Michael [Simanga] was still with Baraka at that point. 
And we had always been close and we never really said any 
words against each other or anything. But it was just a 
very negative period in my life. Here we were going on with 
a Nationalist Pan-Africanist program. It was never we 
felt... anything other than trying to rebuild these 
communities. See, one thing that I've always been aware of 
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us the economic question. I knew we didn't have no money. 
We don't have any money now. If we're talking about real 
resources, we don't have any money. I'm not confused about 
that. Now here comes the question. Now, you know that 
you've got the Kennedys, you've got the Rockefellers, you've 
got the Buckleys. What they walk around with as spending 
money, just chump change, is more than we got. So the 
question at one point is, do you write grants to these 
people? Or do you take what you have? What any people who 
are control of their own cultural imperatives, this is what 
Harold Cruse taught us, you say, "OK, you take what you have 
and start dealing with that." That's how we bought this 
property. How we bought the property on Cottage Grove. We 
had a farm up in Michigan for a while. What I did know, 
coming from the lumpen proletariat, was that you can not 
depend upon people who don't like you. We have not even got 
to the point of racism. They just don't like you. These 
same people who don't like you will be smiling in your face 
all day long, talking about good a writer you are, when they 
go out to the committee and get your application for the 
grant they say, no. So why give them the opportunity to do 
that? Why give them the pleasure of turning you down? You 
can use the same energy to build something in your own 
community. 
That has basically been the philosophy. Essentially I 
think that I am as good as or as intelligent as any white 
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boy or girl or man or woman out here. See, I found that out 
early. I found that out in the military. That's why the 
military experience is so important because I met a whole 
lot of idiotic white boys in the military. And I met a 
whole lot of rich white boys and middle class white boys 
who'd been drafted and couldn't buy their way out and had to 
come. I saw them crying, so I knew right then that they 
were not invincible. 
Then when I started teaching at these universities, 
what became very clear was that they had another whole ethos 
that they worked out of. They had another whole world view. 
And one of the world views that they had that we need to 
adopt was this lack of fear. They would leave school....1 
used to teach at the University of Iowa and these bad boys 
would come there and go for a couple of years then they'd 
stop and go into business. They may open a head shop, a 
bar, they may open whatever just to say whether they could 
make it. They may not make it they may fail. They'd just 
go back to school, get their degree, come back out and open 
up another business. So what was happening... and obviously 
I'm not talking about everybody... but you've got a select 
few who has this entrepreneurial spirit, this I'm not going 
to work for anybody spirit, and would go from business to 
business, from idea to idea. We would go to school and come 
out and work for somebody. That was always our...it was 
never, "Can I start something?" It was never, "can I start 
214 
my own thing? Can I start my own school? Can I start my 
own publishing company?" 
I don't care how small it was but there was always some 
production. We could come back and say, "OK, we've 
published Chancellor Williams, come back and say we've 
published Francis Cress Welsing, come back and we've 
published all this poetry, we've published Gwendolyn 
Brooks." So I'm saying, at one point it kept us grounded 
that we were producing something that was tangible, that 
people could see and feel and read and go from. Because all 
this other stuff, from the left and even amongst ourselves 
in the Nationalist Pan-Africanist movement, we had all this 
talk. 
Then when it hit the international side, it was just 
discouraging. Even in Africa. I had a chance to sit down 
and talk with Julius Nyerere, Mwalimu. He was., .he was a 
hero of mine and at 6th PAC I had a chance to sit down and 
talk with him. He was very clear. He said, "Yes. We are 
trying to build our country. We are trying to build an 
Ujamaa model." It didn't work. And one thing Mwalimu, 
Julius Nyerere he was always honest with his own mistakes. 
But I got there at 6th PAC and all this rhetoric, you 
know. I'm saying, you can't talk about white people worse 
than I can or better than I can. I'm a poet, you can't beat 
me at it. But I saw very early that this didn't mean 
nothing. 
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I knew that I would never get any respect just as a 
writer out here trying to publish my work. I don't care how 
good it was. The Negroes are not going to respect it. The 
white folks because I'm talking about them, and talking 
about their institutions, they definitely are not going to 
respect it and not going to push it. So how do I make a 
mark? Especially when I feel I'm half way intelligent. 
Now, I got this color problem. I never talked about this, 
but a lot of people rejected me because I'm this color. I 
can't do nothing about it. But what I realized very early 
was that the only thing I could do to get beyond this was to 
out work everybody. 
So I didn't take no vacations. You didn't see me in 
the Bahamas. You didn't see me in no writer's colony. My 
car is a '92 out here. I'll have this car for 
another... maybe until 2002, until I get my kids out of these 
universities. My kids in the universities, ain't no 
affirmative action. I'm paying for it. Why? Because I 
believe I've been blessed and worked hard enough where I can 
pay for it. It's not like it's not difficult, not a burden, 
but you've got to many kids out here every day who can't get 
through high school. So why would I send my kids to Spelman 
or Northwestern or Columbia and say, "OK y'all get in there 
and try to get some kind of grant or aid or something." 
That's not right. It's not right, it's not correct when we 
can pay for it, even though it's a problem and it's 
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difficult. Other kids don't have nothing. Our kids have a 
mother and father who are responsible and who've been 
involved in struggle all their lives. Essentially, here 
we're the only black publishing company, book publishers 
who've existed in this country 30 years. Books. I'm not 
talking about magazines. I'm not talking about popular 
culture. I'm talking about ideas. I'm talking about the 
"Psychopathic Racial Personality" Bobby Wright. I'm talking 
about Report From Part Two Gwendolyn Brooks. I'm talking 
about The Isis Papers. That's not coming from no place 
else. I'm talking about the "Destruction of Black 
Civilization." That's not coming from anyplace else. So 
I'm saying. . .well what about Baraka... look we publishing 
Baraka. He came back to us. We just published Whys, Wise, 
Y's. We're getting ready to publish Jesse Jackson and Black 
People by Baraka. 
That's why I'm saying I had very little respect for 
these clowns in these ivory towers at one point who somehow 
think that by reading a couple of books they have any 
insight into what is happening in this community. I have 
the same problems at Chicago State sometimes. The grounding 
is one where there is never any let up. You've got to stay 
on top of it all the time. Believe me. I don't see this as 
a burden, as a chore. This is my work. That's all it's 
just my work. So you attack it and you deal with it all the 
t ime . 
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I don't cry victimization. I write about this in 
Claiming Earth. I'm a victim, but I don't buy into 
victimization. If you look at my life, I've got a whole lot 
to blame on somebody. I could blame my mother for becoming 
an alcoholic and a prostitute. I can beat myself all day 
long. I could blame my father for never being there and 
never doing anything. Either I have to go 
victimization... at what point do you become an adult? At 
what point do you become a person with a brain that says, 
"Well, I had rough life." Welcome to the world. I think 
people around me had a rough life. People in Rwanda had a 
rough life. People in Germany had a rough life, too. "Yeah 
well, I'm a victim. I'm going to blame white people." 
Forget that ! 
I'm just saying at some point...1 know who my enemies 
are...but at some point you have to reconcile your life and 
say, "I'm in a production mode." This is what I write about 
in Black Men and in Claiming Earth. Racism exists, boom. 
So what? Welcome to the real world. Welcome to the sea of 
evil that's out there. Now how do you deal with it? Well, 
stand on a corner and call people racist all day long. You 
know what? That's what they want you to do. You've already 
neutralized yourself. You're not going to do anything else. 
They ain't got to worry about you ever. But if you say, 
boom, I'm going to neutralize racism by working against it. 
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And the best way to work against it is to work for what I'm 
for. Now that's the power. 
See, the problem is that in building that which you're 
for, you've got to be committed to what you're for, which 
means at one level you've got to move it up onto an ethical 
level that is very difficult when you're not trying to take 
advantage of people. When you're trying to actually build 
something... I'm not trying to become rich. But if you've 
been nurtured by this culture, you're already rich. That's 
not the problem. That richness has prepared you essentially 
to go deeper, to go subsurface. And say this is what we 
need. Haki can publish books, he's a poet and all that 
stuff. But what we need is the vehicle that can publish 
more than Haki. A vehicle that will say, "We will publish 
whatever we can out here." The criteria will be, you're 
able to write good, got something to say, and you're not 
putting down black people. Now if you want to write bad 
about us and write all this other stuff then go someplace 
else. Don't be calling me up saying I'm censoring somebody. 
Just go someplace else. I don't want to publish this crap 
that's beating us up all the time. I don't want to do it. 
I'm not going to do it. 
But everyday you've got to make this commitment. It is 
not a sacrifice. Don't confuse it. I'm sacrificing. I 
think when people become adults, when people understand what 
the world requires of us, that we make a commitment to the 
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world, to ourselves, everyday a commitment. And just 
because I haven't eaten well sometimes, or just because I 
don't have a new car every year, just because I don't have a 
whole lot of clothes that everybody else has, just because I 
don't have the kind of house I want to have. I haven't 
sacrificed, I've made a commitment to this. That's what 
adults do. And so...I mean we have three children. That 
wasn't no sacrifice. I'm not making a sacrifice for my 
children. We had the children, we knew exactly what we were 
doing. We made a commitment to these children. So if it 
causes us to not be able to take a vacation here to get what 
we want, well we made that decision. That's what men and 
women who control their own lives do. Everybody else cries 
about this stuff. I'm not into crying. 
I've seen my wife suffer from boils. Her nerves got so 
bad that she had boils all over her face and her entire 
body, even under her feet. She can't even walk because her 
nerves...just gone because of this struggle we're in. We 
almost lost our house...I could just go on...to the horror 
stories. What I kept saying was this was a period and it's 
going to pass. It's going to pass. We just got to stay with 
it and keep going. And that's it. 
Lita: What about your contemporaries? Why do you think that 
most people who came out of the movement... I shouldn't say 
most...but seemingly didn't maintain that sense of 
commitment. I mean this is what it was all about and yet, 
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mid 70's you see the people kind of go in different 
directions. 
Haki: Well, I think the COINTELPRO had a real big effect. 
It scared a lot of people. When the federal government says 
the black struggle is over, that's it. I'm getting away 
from that stuff. I mean, they came down on us like a ton of 
bricks. You're files were pulled, everybody was identified 
in files and everything. Go to the Freedom of Information 
Act and see if you can get my file. That happened and that 
was scary. When Mark Clark and Fred Hampton were killed 
here in Chicago, it scared a lot of people. At the same 
time you had these murders all over the country that we 
didn't even know about. You had these local areas and you 
had brothers disappearing. 
Then you had a lot of problems in the 70's going into 
the 80's this drug thing hit and a lot of people in the 
struggle got hooked on drugs. And once you get into that 
mess you're gone. You're not any good to anybody. 
In terms of a lot of the artists, writers, many of them 
made their own choices and these choices were not 
necessarily bad for them. Some of them...many of them...and 
even though Baraka and I had our disagreements, I've always 
felt Baraka was committed to black folks. We just didn't 
agree for a good period of time. But when you look at the 
writers who have been very inspirational to me...Sonia 
Sanchez never did sway. Mari Evans didn't sway. Gwendolyn 
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Brooks most certainly didn't sway. Ishmael Reed is very 
serious in terms of...and if you look at writers who were 
not necessarily a part of this whole Black Arts Movement, 
but were effected by it...the John Edgar Widemans, the 
Walter Mosleys. That's that generation that came after us. 
But I think we effected them in a very powerful way. Some 
people were never able to kind of break that threshold where 
you get a national hearing. Askia Toure, I think at one 
level. A fine writer, been around a long time, but was not 
able to like, break it. We're getting ready to publish his 
latest book. You know, he's one of the architects of the 
Black Arts Movement. And for any number of reasons... I 
think that what probably gave me that national push was that 
Ebony magazine article. Cause when Don't Cry, Scream took 
off and Gwendolyn Brooks wrote the introduction to Don't 
Cry, Scream. It sold about half a million copies. 
At that time, this is the 60's. If I sold a half million 
now, it would translate into 3 to 4 million in terms of what 
some of the sisters are doing today. I think for me, being 
in Chicago. Being around the Hoyt Fullers, and Gwendolyn 
Brooks and Margaret and Charlie Burroughs. Being so close 
to Detroit and Dudley Randall, and brothers and sisters that 
I knew up in Detroit were all struggling. All that. 
And then some of the brothers and sisters went into 
religion. They got captured by the church. That might have 
been very positive for them, and I'm sure that it was, but 
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for me, I just felt that this was my life. And still feel 
that way. This will be my life. I don't see any 
retirement. 
I'm one of the few writers fortunate enough to be able 
to build a life out of this work. I really went into higher 
education because I saw that there was a way that I could do 
that without taking from the...I've never taken any money 
from Third World Press or from the school or from the 
bookstore. So I've never been on salary. I've never been 
on salary primarily because I never wanted anybody to say, 
"Haki's doing this so he could make money." You have that 
kind of smallness out here. So I've always taught or worked 
outside. 
Lita: You say you taught at Iowa. I was at Iowa for a 
year, with Dr. Darwin Turner, the year he died actually. He 
talked about you a little bit. I thought you attended the 
Iowa workshop. 
Haki: I did. George Kent was critical in trying to develop 
a black literary theory position. And Darwin, I met Darwin 
back in... probably in the early 70's. I don't remember when 
because I've met a whole lot of people. But Darwin had 
shown a great appreciation for my work. 
What happened was, I left Howard and I'm just tired. 
I'm traveling to DC every week. I'm reading poetry at least 
30-40 times a year someplace. I'm traveling back and forth 
to the continent. If not the continent than to other places 
223 
in the world. It gets very...I'm just tired. In fact, I 
was tired in '77, but I asked the Vice President, I said, 
"Look every place I've been, I've published at least one 
book. But I haven't published one book since I've been here 
at Howard." Both Plan to Planet and Book of Life were both 
written prior to my going to Howard. So I said, "Let me 
finish this last book. Let me give it one more year and 
just write this book." That was '77-78 academic year. I 
think I just taught one course and wrote the book. And I 
also helped people get jobs here in Chicago. I wrote 
letters for them and I knew all the people here in higher 
education. I knew I'd be able to get a position here, and I 
wasn't. Damn...that was '78. 
So I called Darwin...this had to be in the '80's 
' cause... I was there in '82. Now what I did in between 
there, I started commuting again. I taught at Central State 
in Ohio. I did that for about a year. And I'd do these 
short residencies at colleges and universities. Then it got 
to a point where people said, "We can't give you a job with 
any kind of benefits unless you have a terminal degree." 
So, I'm saying, "Where can I get terminated at?" (Laughter) 
I know I'm not going to work on a Ph.D. I'm just not going 
to do that. I'd published at that point about 12 books. So 
I called Darwin and I said, "Darwin, what do you think about 
my getting into the Masters program at the writers 
workshop?" At that time I'd had about twelve books and 
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twelve years of teaching and publishing. Darwin said, "It 
shouldn't be any problem but let me check into it." 
So he did and invited me down to speak. So what 
happened is, they wanted to hear what I had to say. I knew 
I was being tested so I just basically talked about 
literature. Got into the program. I didn't have an 
undergrad degree. I just had that Associate Degree and a 
few hours at a senior college. But here I'm in...Darwin 
said, "I want you to teach in my program here." So I taught 
a couple of courses in the program and I went into the 
graduate studies. 
But here, I knew this was not going to work. I'm not 
going to sit up in these classes with these people. Half of 
these people hadn't even published anything. So I had to go 
back and check the name...but I think John Ligget was the 
director at that time. I had a long talk with him. Then 
had a long talk with Marvin Bell. He's the... probably the 
major poet there. He's a good man. So I had a long talk 
with Marvin. And I had a long talk with one of the other 
poets. I said well look, why don't we work something out 
where I do something for you and then write a dissertation 
because I can't be coming to these classes. And they had 
the black writer there who is still there...who is still 
there ... what's his name...he was the short story writer, 
fiction writer... good friend of Ralph Ellison... I'11 have to 
look up his name. So I talked to all of them and said, let 
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us just have these conversations about your classes. Then 
my dissertation was Earthquakes and Sunrise Missions. 
I'd work at the university and teach my classes. I'd 
come to some of their classes and teach poetry and we would 
have these conversations and that was my dissertation. I 
had to do the major exam, which was a long exam...1 don't 
know. It was basically about literature and stuff. I got 
out of there in two years. 
But Darwin was very helpful because he gave me a job. 
I left in, must have been '84. Because Darwin asked me to 
stay one additional semester because he'd lost somebody. 
I'm driving up there every week. Who's gonna live in Iowa? 
So I'm driving up there every week and Darwin asked me...he 
said, "I just need some help. Will you stay one more 
semester?" So I did. I taught a course on Saturday. I'd 
drive up on Friday evenings, teach Saturday and come back 
Saturday night. Generally, I'd do the Tuesday through 
Thursday thing like I had at Howard. But unlike then, they 
were just paying me a regular salary so I just bought me a 
car and drove over every week five hundred miles. 
That's why I'm saying, "Don't talk to me about 
something being hard or difficult." I don't want to hear 
it. I don't take any excuses from my students. I don't 
take any of them. I don't care who died or what. You've 
got to get this work done, and I'm serious. I'm saying, 
whatever excuse you can come up with I've had it already and 
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I know all about it. Just trying to get this Masters of 
Fine Arts, driving for two years between Iowa City and 
Chicago. Because I can't leave Chicago. I can't move my 
family up to Iowa. We've got all this stuff going on here. 
I'm driving up there every week and still trying to do all 
this other stuff. 
Darwin is one of the good men. One of the serious, 
serious brothers. We're going to try to get his work back 
out as well as Steven Henderson and Addison Gayle. 
Lita: What about your family? How has marriage... let me 
read you my question here. Is marriage, activism and art 
parts of a whole? Are they equal components in your life? 
Have they always been? 
Haki: Well, I'd been married once before in 19...I don't 
even remember. It had to be... '63 or '64, for only a brief 
period of time. A sister had become pregnant, I was the 
father. This sister and I went to high school together, and 
it was not the way I was going to leave her out there. But, 
it just didn't last. We only stayed together about 6 
months. We have a son. His name is Don Patrick Lee. He 
was born in 1963 so we had to be married in '63. He works 
for American Airlines and has been working there for about 
12 years. But he came through our school and worked in our 
store for a while. Tried to go to college but really didn't 
have his mind there. He didn't want to deal with the 
university, and decided to just work at American Airlines. 
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She was just orientated in another direction and that's one 
of the reasons it didn't work out. But after we had 
Shabaka, we renamed him Shabaka but he doesn't use Shabaka, 
I wasn't even thinking about marriage anymore. 
Basically what happened with Safisha and I, Safisha had 
never been married. It was a time in her life when she was 
ready to get married. And, up in DC I had started seeing 
another woman. Made a mistake there. This was like, not 
serious at all. This woman stayed in the same building I 
was staying in. In fact she was going with... Chavis ... Ben 
Chavis at that time. She came to my apartment. We'd gone 
out maybe twice. She came to my apartment, one thing led to 
another, she ended up getting pregnant. She said it was my 
baby and I didn't even believe her. At this point I think 
I'm being set up because I'm at the top of my game in terms 
of everything I'm trying to do. Anyway, the baby was born, 
she looked like me, so I just took on the responsibility and 
that's been very difficult. She's turned out to be a 
bright, serious young woman. Of course, she's my daughter. 
She went to Spelman. Both of my daughters went to Spelman. 
She finished Spelman and is doing graduate work at Cornell. 
Her name is Mari Richards. Mari Emma Richards. 
Now that was one of the things that kinda pushed me 
into marriage with Safisha. Maybe push would not be the 
right word. Maybe it stimulated me to move in the right 
direction (laughter). Because I'm saying, "What am I 
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doing?" I'm out here messing up and it doesn't make any 
sense. I've always felt very bad about that because it 
should never have happened. It shouldn't have happened. 
I've always looked at it as a very difficult part of my 
life. Mari had to be born in 1973. It had to be '73 
because Safisha and I got married in '74. I said, "I need 
to get off the streets." 
At that point we got married and about a year after 
that we had our first child. Obviously with Safisha, we had 
been together in terms of this whole struggle all along. 
And the deepest thing about this...and I tell everybody, 
Safisha was doing this out of her own commitment, it was 
never for me. Even though we were seeing each other and 
were very close to each other. She had her own ideas and 
she knew exactly what she was going to do. And basically in 
'73, at the end of or in the middle of '73, she wrote me a 
long letter about 4 or 5 pages. Basically she said, "Get 
off the pot or do something, you got to make a move." So I 
made the right move. I know I did. So we married and had 
our first child, Laini, then Bomani came about two years 
after that. Then about three years after Bomani, Akili. 
Laini is finishing Columbia College, she went to Spelman for 
two years then decided she wanted to go into journalism, 
fashion journalism of all things. So, she came back here 
and she's finishing Columbia this year. Bomani is at the 
school of engineering at Northwestern. Akili is still in 
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high school, he's got two more years... no actually this is 
his third year, he's got one more year. 
Now the interesting thing about Safisha is that she is 
probably one of the most brilliant persons that I've ever 
met. And has the capacity to work 14 to 15 hours a day. 
And ideologically we've always been on the same corner. In 
fact, in many ways she's been ahead of me in many areas. 
Especially this whole question of education. She's just at 
the top of the game. I think the reason our marriage has 
worked... we've been together since '69. We got married in 
'74 and this is '97. So it's been a marriage that has 
worked for the most part because two people have tried to 
build something together. And then that's part of the 
reason this has happened--Third World Press, School, 
Institute. Obviously it has taken a whole lot of people, a 
lot of names. None of this could have been done, especially 
that school, without a lot of help, a lot of people and a 
lot of commitment. And Safisha was one of the major 
persons. In the early days of our school, we got S. Walton, 
Chaka Walton, Jabari Mahiri, Jaribu Mahiri...I'm talking 
about the early days. You probably have to talk to Safisha 
about it. I'm saying that it's a lot of people. 
In the later part of the 80's, I went back...what can I 
say...Safisha already had a Master's degree. But we felt 
that having built this school, a lot of people were getting 
credit and were being seen as the authorities on the 
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independent school movement without any involvement in these 
schools. And if they had a school it didn't work. But they 
had gone on and got Ph.D's. So we sat around and talked 
about it, and basically we decided she needed to go back to 
school. 
I thought and she did to, that she needed a new 
challenge. We had raised these kids and all of them were in 
high school and some of them were out of high school and 
getting ready to go to college. We felt that, I felt... I 
really felt very strongly about this...she needed to 
solidify her own identity. I think at some point people 
will always see her as Haki's wife, but for me, she's never 
just been that. I felt that most certainly if she got this 
Ph.D. she'd have another whole identity. Because if you 
look at the Nationalist-Pan-Africanist, you can probably 
name on one thumb, the wives or the mates that have Ph.Ds. 
So this was never a question. The question was how do 
we do it? How do we pay for it? How do we do it with the 
less destruction to the family? So what happened, was that, 
her mother was..had just lost her husband. So Mom was at an 
age where she was in her 70's, late 60's. Late 60's. So we 
decided to buy another house. We used to live in South 
Shore. We lived in South Shore for about 15 years. In 
fact, our first was an apartment right down the street on 
Ellis. 7848 S. Ellis. And we stayed there when we first 
got married for about a year, two years. Laini was born and 
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then we needed more space. So Mom and Safisha found the 
house in South Shore. I'm not even thinking about buying a 
house. Then when Mom lost her husband, we were both 
concerned about her so we said, "OK, she needs to move on in 
with us. We need to get something together." So we were 
looking for 5 bedrooms. We needed 5 bedrooms with all three 
of our children. We couldn't find anything here in Chicago, 
so we found a place out in Country Club Hills and we moved 
out there about 8 or 9 years ago. 
Once we got settled there, about two years after we got 
settled, then we began to talk about this move for a Ph.D. 
and this new challenge for Safisha. We had all agreed upon 
it. Mom, the children. So Safisha went out and bought a 
GRE. She had to take it again since she'd been out of 
school for over twenty years. And she did, studied, took it 
and scored very high. 
She got scholarship offers from Northwestern, Illinois 
and Chicago. And we decided that she needed to go back to 
Chicago because it is one of the top ten schools in the 
country. If she got a Ph.D. from Chicago she wouldn't need 
any references. So they offered her the second highest 
scholarship that the University had at that time. It's 
renewable each year and she booked in three years. Knocked 
it out, dissertation and all. That dissertation was 
published by National Conference of Teachers of English 
before she even got a piece of paper. So now she's 
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considered one of the leading authorities in the country in 
the areas of early childhood education, and rhetoric and 
reading and writing. 
She got it and wouldn't let nothing detour her. She 
just did it. And of course with Mom and then the kids being 
at an age where they could basically take care of 
themselves. It was very important and very beautiful 
because the kids saw how hard she studied. What they know 
about Daddy is that I write books and I travel. And where I 
may have gotten this advanced degree, they didn't see me 
studying for it. But they saw their mother booking every 
night. 
You know, I go to bed early and I rise early. So 
generally I go to bed around 10-10:30, and Safisha doesn't 
come to bed til about 2-3 o'clock in the morning. She's 
either studying or writing. Generally it was my 
responsibility to get up and get the kids off to school. 
And she would receive them in the evening. That's how we 
kind of worked it. And with Mom in the house our children 
have never experienced latchkey because there has always 
been a loving adult, a parent to receive them. I write 
about that in Claiming Earth. I think this is, you know why 
the extended family is so important and this is a part of 
our values. I've never seen my mother-in-law as anything 
but my mother. I don't buy these mother-in-law jokes. It 
has worked really well. 
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Lita: So, the family life and strong marriage and being a 
good father, all that for you is part of the whole activism, 
the community, the art. 
Haki: Oh, yeah. Absolutely. The love of Safisha and my 
family has been kinda the backbone that gives you that 
central strength. You see, I don't see life without 
children, without family. I don't buy into this...the 
lonely artist...the writer...the painter, the musician. We 
all need somebody. We are social beings. Now, either you 
try to develop a relationship that is lasting and loving and 
is going to mean something other than for men moving from 
skirt to skirt, and I don't see any value in that at all. 
And at the same time it gets back to commitments, what 
do you see as important. I see that in terms of trying to 
build our communities. I don't see them being built without 
families. I just don't see that. And I think these 
commitments have to be made and they have to be lasting. 
I'm not saying they're not going to be difficult, that you 
are not going to have rough times. We've had rough times, 
but what are you committed to? I mean, there is nothing 
more important to me than my family. I'm saying at one 
point that even if we'd built these institutions and I 
didn't have a family, then it seems that there is a certain 
amount of failure. 
I think the key part, certainly for men, and sons and 
daughters, is that we've got to be there for them. I think 
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that anytime a person decides to marry...we don't encourage 
our children to marry early at all...you've got to 
experience life, get through these universities, work out 
there for a while, try to find somebody as serious as you, 
that's got a serious mind on him or her. Safisha was thirty 
four, no I was thirty four, so Safisha had to be thirty when 
she got married because she was thirty one when she had 
Laini. It's fine. She had natural birth with all of our 
children. She had Laini at thirty one, Bomani at thirty 
three and Akili at thirty five. All natural birth and all 
our kids are well. 
I don't see the contradiction there. I did see a 
problem with some of the people from our generation coming 
out of the struggle and maintaining families. And not even 
having families at this point. They are alone at this 
critical stage of their lives. And sometimes not through 
any fault of their own, but because they just could not find 
a mate that would compliment them. It is hard being an 
intellectual. Especially hard for a woman intellectual, to 
find a man who may not be as well known as she is. Or as 
intelligent as she is, to understand the demands of the 
active mind. See I understand that, and I have no problem 
with it at all. And I'm not afraid of strong black women, 
never have been. I see being with Safisha, you know, you 
can't get to stronger than that. I've always found her 
getting this Ph.D., as giving me additional bragging rights. 
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I can brag on my children, brag about my wife, brag about my 
mother in law. I guess the major part of all that is, if 
something ever happened to me, then I don't worry. I have 
no worry at all. But outside of that, she's doing her work. 
She's one of the major people in the country who's called 
on. And that's fine. 
I think the key point is that this whole activism and 
struggle is they're not in conflict if you are working 
together. Not if you're with a boom head, and that works 
both ways, if you're with a peanut head, a pea head, then 
you've got a problem. You've got to solve that problem 
right away before it becomes a real problem. If you've got 
that conflict at home in terms of struggle, and what you're 
trying to do. It's not going to work. I've seen it happen 
to many times. 
So Safisha and I both have been involved in this 
awesome struggle all of our adult lives. It has worked for 
us. 
Lita: Has she been involved. . . she was involved with both 
the founding of the institute as well as the... school? 
Haki: New Concept School? Yeah. I had founded the press 
prior to my meeting her. She was never to...she was 
involved in the press in the early days but not too much. 
Her major responsibility was basically with the school. 
Lita: I wanted to ask you about major influences. You've 
mentioned a few people that I already have down. I'm going 
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to give you some names and if you could give me. . .kinda give 
me and idea of how these people influenced you. You talked 
about Gwendolyn Brooks. Is there is anything you want to 
add? 
Haki: Well, I'd say Gwendolyn Brooks is probably the major 
influence and the most sustaining and the longest. 
Gwendolyn Brooks and I are like mother and son. She's like 
a surrogate mother. She has been for over twenty five 
years. Her example and her support, her cultural and 
emotional support, and her financial support have been the 
key in terms of our development. I wouldn't make any bones 
about that at all. And her coming to Third World Press was 
very important to the life of the press. It was around 
'70... she gave us two books. She gave us Tiger Wore White 
Gloves, a children's book, back in '70, and then she came 
back and did a poetry book and now we are her only 
publisher. We publish all her works now. We just published 
Report From Part Two, which is the second part of her 
autobiography. She would rank at the top of the list in 
terms of influences and in terms of examples. Probably as a 
writer activist. Her activism is more in terms of dealing 
with young people and children and not necessarily on a 
national or local scene in terms of leading anybody. Her 
activism is in sharing her work and trying to encourage 
young people to express themselves in poetry. As the Poet 
Laureate of the State of Illinois, she has this annual Poet 
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Laureate Award. She was the first one to do it probably in 
the country. And she gives these major awards to these 
young poets every year. And has helped to launch a lot of 
young poet. She's a very special person. 
Lita: Baraka? 
Haki: Baraka and I met back in the '60's but his influence 
on my own work as a poet was early, probably Preface to a 
Twenty Volume Suicide Note. It was probably the first thing 
I read and I read that in the early '60's. Obviously I was 
influenced by his plays, Dutchman, The Toilet, Slave, 
and. . .they were one act plays. I'd kinda followed his 
career coming out of the New York scene. Once he went into 
the Black Arts Movement and began to write the... essentially 
black poetry that was an even greater influence. Once we 
hooked up... Baraka has me by maybe ten or twelve years, 
about the same level as Hoyt Fuller. So he was definitely 
an influence. When we broke it was a tremendous loss and 
disappointment because we had been pretty close. Like I 
said, we'd published three or four of his books. And in the 
early days, it was pretty good, in terms of...he was trying 
to develop the theater in Newark and CFUN. They had their 
own publishing company, Jihad Press. We were all trying to 
do some good work. So yes, he was a major influence also. 
Lita: Karenga? 
Haki: Maulana was an influence, too. Primarily, 
introducing Kwanzaa. I didn't really get to know Karenga 
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until he had gotten out of captivity. This was probably the 
latter part of the 70's into the 80's. And we began to work 
together around projects and tried to move in the same 
direction as Pan-African Nationalist. Karenga is one of the 
most brilliant men that I know. He has a superior mind. 
Baraka is brilliant, too. But Baraka is primarily literary 
where Karenga is political. Both of them, of course there 
is Gwendolyn Brooks too, but both of them have superior 
minds. Where Karenga is more of an organizer as well as a 
thinker. Introduction to Black Studies is one of the 
seminal works out there. And of course his development of 
his philosophical thought, Kawaida. I met Karenga when he 
came through Chicago in the late 60's. We were the first 
group here in Chicago to celebrate Kwanzaa. We kind of 
brought it to the city. We're still pretty close. 
Lita: Randall? Dudley Randall? 
Haki: Well, Dudley Randall was again almost like a surrogate 
father. Randall was the first black man that I met that was 
unashamedly middle class. He'd built his house from the 
ground up in Detroit Michigan. But he put all his resources 
on the line to start Broadside Press. A librarian by trade. 
Very serious. He was teaching at one of the universities 
there when I met him. We became very close. I don't even 
know if I ever had any contracts. Everything was just done 
on a handshake. I may have signed one or two contracts. 
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OK, I published, Think Black, so the first thing he 
published was Black Pride. Then he picked up Think Black, 
too. Then Don't Cry, Scream, then We Walk The Way of the 
New World. And then Plan to Planet and then Book of Life. 
Oh, then DirectionScore. We did a record also. So it's 
about 8 projects, then he sold the press. He was probably 
the main example for me to start a publishing company. I'd 
had the idea for these institutions, I knew that we could do 
something but I didn't know exactly what. I knew I wasn't 
going to do no museum. But what could I do with my 
resources? So, when Dudley Randall came into my life...I 
met Dudley Randall through Margaret Burroughs... Margaret 
Burroughs and Dudley Randall edited that book, For Malcolm 
and I had a poem in there. That's how I met him... he wasn't 
publishing books at that time, just broadsides... these one 
sheets with just poems on them. But when Malcolm was 
assassinated, then he and Margaret did this anthology for 
Malcolm and then Dudley and Margaret Danner, one of our 
other fine poets, did this book, Poem and Counter Poem and 
from that point on he started publishing books. Then he 
published Black Pride and from that point on we were on our 
way. 
Lita: Elijah Muhammed? 
Haki: I never met Elijah Muhammed even though we lived in 
the same city. Obviously, I had respect for him, but my 
respect came primarily through Malcolm X. Obviously, I saw 
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the institution building here and that influenced me to some 
extent. But I didn't see the Nation of Islam in any light 
other than as a religious institution even though they were 
talking blacker than any of these very large black churches. 
I felt that what the Nation was doing was essentially what 
serious black churches do. They try to start their own 
economic sector. They try to start their own schools and 
try to take care of and interact in their own communities 
where they can do some good. 
Obviously, the philosophical part was very important, 
but the person who articulated it the best was Malcolm X. 
And once Malcolm was murdered I just kind of distanced 
myself from the Nation all together. When Malcolm was 
alive, I even considered becoming a Muslim. But when I went 
to Algiers I said, "no." I saw the way Islam was being 
practiced over there and I didn't want any part of this 
stuff. 
Lita: Hoyt Fuller? 
Haki: Well, Hoyt Fuller at the point he came in my life, was 
probably the most important man to influence me. In a 
literary way as well as in a purely cultural way. Hoyt 
Fuller as far as I'm concerned, was totally cultural and 
totally political. And he had skills. He had editing 
skills and he had writing skills. He was a man of supreme 
integrity. I can say that of most of these people. But the 
level of integrity that Hoyt had was not the same...1 mean 
241 
if you want to measure the integrity of Baraka and Hoyt 
Fuller, I wouldn't even put them in the same room together. 
I think that Baraka in many cases is confused and has 
engaged in some duplicity. But Hoyt was always consistent. 
I mean, he had his shadows, but for the most part with me, 
he was always up front. 
He always helped, and he was critical at times, which 
is what you are with your little brothers. You just 
can't... everything's not going to be right. His criticism 
helped me stay alive and keep on going. I think he has 
contributed in an awesome way to our struggle and part of my 
responsibility as a younger brother of Hoyt Fuller's or as a 
son of Hoyt Fuller's is not to let the world forget his 
memory. That's why we published his book again, keeping it 
in print. And we're trying to get Carol Parks, to see if we 
can get the rights to all of his perspective pieces, in 
Negro Digest and Black World and see if we can publish that 
in one volume. 
I think his memory needs to be out there in a way that 
it of course is just not. I think he is one of the major 
people to contribute to our struggle. 
Lita: Any African writers that you'd like to talk about in 
terms of content or style that were important influences? 
Haki: I've been influenced by a lot of African writers, but 
you could say three writers kind of influenced me the 
greatest and I had minimum contact with. Iyekewe Ama, we 
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published his Two Thousand Seasons. I have a tremendous 
amount of respect for Iyekwe. I think that his contribution 
to basic fiction and the kind of philosophical African view 
is tremendous. He's very hard to...a very difficult person 
to get along with, and we had to part ways as a result of 
that. I've never said anything negative about his work. 
The same with Chinua Achebe. We never published him. 
But again, Chinua Achebe from Nigeria and he has given us a 
body of work that would help us understand ourselves better, 
most certainly in terms of the African sensibility. 
I guess the other person, the other two persons, would 
be Wole Soyinka and probably Ngugi (Wa Thiongo) too. Coming 
from different parts of the continent, but both have tried 
to, in their own way, give us a literature that has put, 
along with Cheik Anta Diop on the history side. So you put 
all those writers together, most certainly in the 20th 
century, they have put Africa on the map in terms of 
serious, serious thought and work. 
Obviously I've been influenced by others. Bessie Head, 
Julius Nyerere, Sekou Toure, Amilcar Cabral. I can't think 
of some of the names. There was a period when I was just 
reading African writers, and most certainly when I was 
traveling back and forth to Africa. 
We had the distinct honor to publish both Diop and Ama. 
Keropese Kgotsile was a big influence, too. We still 
publish him. We just published his book on poetry writing. 
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We started publishing him back in the early 70' s. For Melba 
was his first book and The Present is a Dangerous Place to 
Live are two of his books. 
Lita: In terms of your own work, I've always wondered why 
you never ventured into fiction and drama. 
Haki: Oh, I have fiction. 
Lita: You do? 
Haki: I have a novel. Two novels. I just haven't published 
them. 
Lita: Really? 
Haki: I have a novel, one I have titled, Eight Weeks Plus 
Death. It deals with my basic training and the time some 
white boy tried to kill me in the army. And I've got 
that... they're fiction but they are based upon fact. And 
then I've been working off and on this book. It's kind of 
piece of fiction but it's kind of a love novel. 
Drama is another whole genre that I'm just not 
comfortable with. I support the theater here to a great 
extent, but I just never really ventured into that area. I 
feel that if I can do good work in poetry and good work in 
the essays and then fool around with this fiction, that'll 
be OK. Probably within the next two years I'll get this 
fiction out. I'll feel a little more comfortable with it. 
What I'm working on now...Ground Work came about as a result 
of my finishing up this last book, which is Hard Love, a 
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collection of wedding and love poems, which we'll probably 
try to get out before the end of the year. 
I'm working on three other pieces now. I'm working on 
a third book of essays, which will be just one long essay. 
It will be a shorter book, maybe about 100 pages and the 
working title is Race and Responsibility. I've got Hard 
Love. I'm working on Race and Responsibility and I'm 
working on this long autobiographical book of poetry and 
then I'll probably start working on the autobiography and 
the fiction. Then I've got this book of literary essays 
that I've been working on for the last 14 years. I've 
published them here and there but I just haven't really put 
it out. That's called Gifted Genius dealing with the whole 
Black Arts Movement and some particular writers. 
The key point in all of this is that, writers like 
myself and Gwendolyn Brooks and Baraka and others who are 
activists, we don't get writer's block. We never don't have 
something to write about. Just college professors get 
writers block. If you have to deal with this stuff 
everyday, you always have something to write about. 
Lita: In terms of your early poetry do you see any clear 
evolution in your work. I mean, where you were then, where 
you are now? 
Haki: Oh, absolutely. 
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Lita: What do you think? Are there critics who can put 
your work...like these books belong in this category and 
that. I've found it very hard to do. 
Haki: I don't know if I can categorize any of the books. I 
think that basically ideologically they are all going along 
the same path. I think that in terms of skill, craft, and 
writing, obviously you don't just stand still, you develop. 
I think you can look at Ground Work and see that all the way 
through. I think that's good. Maturation is there. 
Subject matter has pretty much been the same. The black 
community will always been my subject. I'm not interested 
in writing about white people or anybody else. I don't know 
enough about them other than what I've observed living with 
them. I don't think I can go subsurface with white folks. 
I choose to basically function and work in this community. 
I saw a picture, a movie, a film the other day, which 
really kind of for me was critical. In the sense that I 
know I could not have written the screenplay or fiction 
based upon that picture. Slingblade. Have you seen that 
picture? 
Lita: Yes. 
Haki: It's powerful. On the other hand you look at a 
Rosewood or a Sankofa and I could do that. But SlingBlade 
was about an entirely different culture that I have no 
understanding of other than just surface understanding. 
It's a very good, serious piece of work. 
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Lita: About the little boy and the older man? 
Haki: Yeah. It's a very good piece of work. Excellent in 
fact. If there is any justice in the world it will win an 
Academy Award. 
It was very critical if we are going to move into the 
next millennium that we had to have some space. Two things, 
the space had to announce that you are growing and had to 
announce that you should be taken seriously. That was fine 
for '74 up to whenever we stayed there. '95 I guess in 
terms of the bookstore. But I was always looking in the 
back of my mind, for something that would say, "OK, we can 
be Nationalist Pan-Africanist and not be in a storefront. 
How can we do that?" We've got to get a location. 
So, this space came up for sale. It was private. 
Nobody announced it. I found out on the QT. I went down to 
the Archdiocese and said, "We'd like to put in our bid for 
this place." Just fortunately the Catholic Church was going 
through some serious economic problems at that time. 
Millions and millions of dollars in debt. They'd closed all 
the schools up around here and stuff like that. When I 
found out that all this property was going on sale, I went 
down. And the guy who at the time, was heading up their 
real estate said, "The bid is closed. We're not taking 
anymore bids." I said, "Why not?" He said, "It's closed." 
So obviously I see it's a problem with this man. I'm not 
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going to be able to get through to him. It's like hitting 
my head up against the God damned concrete. 
So, and then this is the activist part coming back in, 
I said, "Look we've been here 22 years at that point, or 25 
years. How can you tell me...I'm saying to myself...how can 
he tell me I can't even bid on the property. When they in 
trouble, they need money. It seemed to me that if you're 
trying to sell the property at the best price then the bid 
should just be opened." But unbeknownst to me, they'd 
already made some deal with some other people to buy this 
stuff without going through the regular process. 
So I asked around and said, "Who is the man? Who is 
the person I can talk to out here." Everybody was saying 
you need to talk to Bishop Gregory. They said, "We know 
you're not going to get to talk to Cardinal Bernadine, so 
you need to talk to the Bishop who heads this whole area." 
I didn't know who he was, Bishop Gregory. They said, "He's 
a black man." I said, "What? Where's he at?" They told me 
that he's out in South Holland [Illinois]. 
I started calling his office, saying I'd like to talk 
to Bishop Gregory. His secretary who's white, couldn't even 
say Madhubuti, the Bishop's busy, busy, busy. I called 
there damned near 10-15 times and he'd never get back to me. 
So I said, let me do this, I told Safisha, "Let me try 
this." I called and left Don L. Lee. I got a call back the 
same day. Evidently, Bishop Gregory knew my work as a poet. 
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So his secretary said, "The Bishop can give you 15 minutes 
on such and such a day." I told Safisha if I get 15 minutes 
I'm going to sell this one. 
I went out to South Holland, took copies of the book 
and stuff from the school and everything. 15 minutes turned 
into 2 hours. And when I left, Bishop Gregory. . .1 had a 
letter from Bishop Gregory to Cardinal Bernadine saying not 
only should we be on the list, but we should be at the top 
of the list. The white boy called me back the next day, and 
said, "I don't know what happened, but you're on the list. 
You're on the list, that's fine and good but, you can't stay 
on the list unless you bring me 50,000 dollars in two 
weeks." 
This was just another challenge. So I'm saying that 
OK, here, Bishop Gregory got us through the major part. Now 
it seemed to me at some point, if we are meant to have this 
property, then the board of directors and the people that I 
know and with my own resources, then we've got to come up 
with the $50,000 in two weeks. So I called a meeting of the 
board. It was not time to have a fund-raiser or anything, 
so we went into our pockets, and came up with $50,000 and 
took it down there in less than a week. Now, that was part 
of...for the most part, these are not Nationalist-Pan- 
Africanist, you've got doctors, lawyers, you got people who 
got there children in our school, people on our board, 
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people who are very serious about this. I'm pretty sure I 
put more than half of it myself. 
The problem now, is how do you find close to a million 
dollars to buy this thing. Our bid was the best bid. They 
accepted our bid. It was around $500-600,000. But you need 
$300,000 in work done over there. They'd let the damn thing 
go, the roof is bad, the boiler is bad, the interior needs 
work. You need a $100,000 done right here. But when I 
walked through this place it was filthy. I mean, they had 
filthy rugs down here. They had rats and roaches infesting 
the place. And one of the priests had a God damned pigeon 
coup up there. He was breeding pigeons in this place. I 
walked through it, both places, and said, "This is serious 
property. It may not be worth what we think it can be 
worth, we just need to put some elbow grease in it." 
The problem was would I get the money...where do I get 
the money from. We were dealing with South Shore Bank, 
South Shore is a white bank. None of the Negro banks would 
even touch it. They wouldn't touch anything we do anyway. 
So I went over to Milton and he put two white loan officers 
on it and as far as I'm concerned he tried to stop the whole 
deal. Anyway to make a long story work, we got it through. 
My position was, I'm buying money. You can call it a loan, 
but I'm buying money. At either prime or prime plus. Now, 
whether you're going to sell me the money or not is your 
question. 
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So we worked it out. We worked it out in a way that 
was not necessarily in our best interest, but I had to take 
it cause it was all we could get at the time. But part of 
working it out was that I was going to sell the church, and 
Third World Press was going to buy this place. But it had 
to be done within a year, because we had to bring the loan 
down within a year. So we got the money to buy the place 
but I had to find another two hundred thousand dollars to 
make the repairs. Same thing here. 
Once I got here, I got in here early and just hired 
crews and went through and completely cleaned this place up. 
I began to go out and buy furniture. Just using credit 
cards and anything I got. Just all the money I got went 
into this place. I knew that once we got in here, it would 
be a showcase. You can't walk in here without being 
impressed. It's impossible. And this wood was the secret. 
The wood is the secret to this place. 
It's been that kind of movement on the way. There is 
no other nationalist Pan-Africanist in the country that is 
doing this. So I'm saying at one point you look at the 
poetry, which is where it starts and this whole question as 
we'd been taught, of self-reliance. Which is like blood to 
me. I've traveled enough. I've been around enough people 
long enough. I've seen poverty at its worse. I've seen 
what people do with little or nothing to build something 
that they believe in, and I believe in this. It seems to me 
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that if you believe in something, you give it all you got. 
You don't hold nothing back. You don't hold nothing back 
you just go to the edge of the cliff and just give it all. 
And if you're doing what is right, you're not going to fall 
over the cliff. And that's where we are. 
It has never not been a struggle. But you look...I can 
look at this...other people say look at my books, this is my 
life work, and they may have made a lot of money off it. 
I'm sure if I... it's not like I haven't been coveted by 
white publishers. Random House came after me, University of 
Illinois came after me. But I said, "I'm staying here." So 
I'm saying at one point, I can not only look at my books, I 
can look at all these other books. I can look at these 
structures. These institutions that are ours. So nobody 
tells me what to do or not do. What to publish or not 
publish. The same in the school. Nobody tells us what to 
teach or not teach. So I'm saying, I'm probably one of the 
freest black men alive. In the world. And I realize this. 
I'm political enough to realize what we do here, we can't do 
in Nigeria. We can't do in Rwanda. We can't do probably in 
South Africa. So people can talk all this smack all they 
want. The Left can come to this place, they still writing 
grants. The measure of the seriousness of any people, you 
look at their institutions. In the final analysis, that's 
what it is. 
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So yes, I could write the books, and stuff like that, 
and I put a lot of time and energy into these books. But I 
still feel that my best work is in front of me. I really 
feel that. I think these next books will be another level. 
Primarily built upon this experience. I mean, just that 
short story around trying to get this property. It's 
amazing. I don't have...men don't have this give up stuff. 
I'm going at them at the same level that they are coming at 
me. I can not walk in in cultural dress and get close to a 
million dollars. I couldn't get it. It wouldn't happen. 
It wouldn't happen. 
I'm saying that a lot of people would say, "Haki, I'm 
doing this for you." Well, yes, yes, I know. They want you 
to think this stuff. But they are doing it because it is a 
good business deal. They know they are going to get their 
money back. They want to psyche you out and say because 
your name is on it. And I say, "Yeah, I appreciate that. 
But, I know the real deal. The real deal is about money." 
One of the reasons our movement has not been not 
respected and we are not respected is because we are always 
begging. We're always begging people and we're always 
talking bad about people. So I'm saying, "what good do you 
have to say?" So within the context of that good seems to 
me that you need to be about building that, too. I get 
tired of being around some of these nationalists because all 
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they do is talk bad about people. And which is not... it's 
just easy to do. 
OK, it's just like with Robert Hayden. I may not agree 
with Robert Hayden philosophically, but he is one of the 
best damned poets this country has produced. You can not 
deny that. You can take four of his poems and say these are 
some of the four best poems produced in the English 
language. You have "Renegade... Renegade" you have "The 
Middle Passage." Then on the other hand you can look at, 
who nobody knows about. We got a rich legacy here. That is 
my responsibility...! think that..."Harlem Galleries" is out 
of print. Part of what we will do here is look at that very 
serious work and see what is in the public domain. If 
"Harlem Galleries" is in the public domain then we will 
bring it back out. We're going to do it. 
That's why I'm saying the future of Third World Press 
is just starting. We're 30 years old and as far as I'm 
concerned we're still an infant. I'm serious about that, 
we're still in our infancy. When you look at this next 
thirty years then you're going to see something. Right here 
in the black community, in the south side of Chicago. We 
could have went back downtown in the loop and rented a 
floor. When we got this place, the real estate market down 
there was all out of wack, you could get anything you wanted 
for an arm and a leg. It was very cheap. But my decision 
was that, this is our community, we're not leaving this 
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place. We can build something right here in this community 
that people can be proud of. And that's it. 
It takes daring. It takes some insight. And this is 
where the reading and the studying have come in. Where all 
the traveling has come in. You take all of that and it 
comes down to this. You tap dance to the tunes that other 
people make who don't even like you or you began to try 
create your own music. 
I'm teaching at the university level when I was twenty 
five years old. I was teaching at Howard University. I 
always wanted to go there but I couldn't go there. So here 
are professors who wanted to get all their lives. Working 
to get to Howard, or Clark Atlanta, or Spelman, saying, 
"Why you want to do something with Haki Madhubuti?" It is 
the height of arrogance. That's what it is, you know? And 
lack of understanding. 
It was the same thing that happened to Gwendolyn Brooks 
at one level. You don't find that much work on Gwen. She's 
now getting her due. We started the Institute out there at 
Chicago State. And you have some people working on her 
work. But Gwen did not get any kind of serious 
consideration until she had passed 50. It's a damned shame. 
But that's a Negro mentality. So I'm not surprised at all. 
Lita: What about your perception or opinion of what's going 
on now, in terms of black literature and the future? 
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Especially young writers. I'm sure you get a lot of 
manuscripts. 
Haki: Manuscripts all over the place. I think that there 
is a wealth of talent out there now. What exists now, which 
did not exist 15 years ago. When we came along there were 
only about 8 or 9 black bookstores in the country. At the 
most, only 5 black publishers, and probably 3 of those 
publishers were only publishing 1 or 2 works. Now there are 
about 60 black publishers. We have a national association, 
which is the National Association of Black Book Publishers. 
Paul Coats of Black Classic Press is the president. There 
are about 500 black book sellers across the country. And 
out of that maybe 200 bookstores. And three hundred book 
sellers. They sell out of their car, out of their homes, by 
mail order and stuff like that. There has been a large 
shift and development in terms of this whole field. 
Young writers now have much more to choose from. And 
we do not...I do not demand or maintain that they have to 
come with us. We're here for them, we publish a lot of 
young writers. And we try to nurture them. But I don't 
have these binding contracts. You know where you publish 
with me first, we have to publish your next book. I just 
don't believe in that. Either you want to stay with us or 
you don't. That's what Dudley Randall did with us and 
that's the way I want to operate. 
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I think that there is quality work out here. But some 
of these writers are being pushed to fast for their own 
good. Especially a lot of the younger writers. But they 
have different vehicles to publish in. They got The Source. 
They got Vibe and they got their own magazines. And then 
you got these medium size and large publishing companies. I 
don't think they're coming into the same type of nurturing 
network that we had with each other. They may touch each 
other at their conferences and stuff like that. But at the 
same time there is not the sense of brotherhood and 
sisterhood in terms of working long time together. And I 
see at some point, opportunism. I see some of the writers 
getting an awful lot of money for doing too much of nothing 
and they're not doing anything with the money. 
You've got this whole merger of hip hop and rap and 
then the other level of literary literature. I mean what 
would have happened to Tupac, who was obviously a brilliant 
young man. I don't know that much about Biggie Smalls, but 
I had read Tupac's work and I'd heard his stuff, so I saw 
promise there. But I saw a lot of confusion. The reason 
he's dead is because he didn't have a father. His mother 
couldn't keep him alive. That again is why I feel this 
family is so critical. I write about this at some length in 
Black Men...Women and the sisters can talk about it all they 
want, that they don't need the men and boom boom boom, but 
the men got to be needed some place if you gonna control 
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these young men out here. You got 800,000...875,000 black 
and brown men locked up in prisons today. These are young 
men. That's because the fathers are not around. There is a 
whole sociological cultural question we can look at long 
term, short term. 
I know some of these young writers I've heard at some 
of these writer's conferences we go to, are angry with their 
fathers and talking all this stuff...and can't really...you 
know what I'm saying?... I was able to find a surrogate 
father, a Dudley Randall, a Hoyt Fuller. And all that is 
required was my going to them with some of this pain, but 
most certainly with talent and saying, I just need some 
help. And I would personally never turn any person down who 
came to me for help or advice. It's just part of my 
responsibility. I'm saying there are men like me all over 
the country. The youth often...they say you waste youth on 
youth... well, yes. There is a certain naiveté, then if you 
get to a certain level it's like..."Who are you telling me 
what to do when I've got this." 
You really can't talk to them. 
So to answer your question, yes, you have writers at 
every level. But a lot of these young writers out here have 
not read anybody. They are really literally ignorant. They 
really are. They could not look at the works of Sterling 
Brown, or Claude McKay, Margaret Danner or Margaret Walker 
Alexander or even Alice Walker and Toni Morrison. Most 
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certainly Hayden, Toison, Turrney, I can go on down the line 
in terms of having grown and built on that. 
I ' m saying they only have one or two books. . . and you 
look at these one or two books and it's basically hate 
stuff. You know what I'm saying. I hate this or I hate 
that. Or I'm against this or against that. But in terms of 
trying to define anything or talk about the beauty in the 
world, they're going to have difficulty because they haven't 
found the beauty in their lives. This is Tupac's problem 
and probably Biggie Smalls', too. They'd gotten to far away 
from their community. 
So I think that on the other hand...some of the poets 
that we publish it's very honest... strong, strong. We got a 
lot of good poets, writers. We're going to publish about 
thirty books this year. There's a lot of good work out 
there. We got to get past this time. 
Lita: I need to ask a couple of questions about...we talked 
about the school, but can you give me a good description in 
terms of your initial goals when you started the institute 
and where you are now and how it's grown. 
Haki: I'll give you some information on it, too. The school 
basically started as our answer to how do we impact on young 
people in this community in a way in which we stimulate them 
to be better than they think they can be and most certainly 
better than the way people outside this community think they 
can become. But at the same time we wanted to try to deal 
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with what we called African-centered education. That was 
education based upon values that were centered around 
extended family. Extended around art, culture, the sciences 
and so forth. But develop a relationship between teacher 
and student that was not so distant. One that said, "OK, if 
I'm the teacher, then you are just an extension of my 
family." That is why in our school the students call the 
female teachers Mama and the male teachers Baba. What we've 
always been interested in is how you build a whole African 
person in America. Which is not easy. We may have you six 
hours a day so the other 18-17 hours the Negroes got you and 
mass media has you. So, we've always... have you ever been 
to our school? 
Lita: Yes. 
Haki: I'll have to walk you over there. It's an environment 
that is African centered... you walk in...it's just like when 
you walk in this place...you know this is black. Same thing 
with our school. The activities, they are gonna get the same 
type of curriculum in the sciences, computer knowledge, 
biology, but in the humanities and the cultural sciences, we 
control that. So then they are not coming out there 
ignorant and they don't come out of there hating themselves. 
We don't have no fights in our school. We deal with 
respect. We're probably one of the few independent schools 
in the country where we have the alumni made up of students 
coming back and doing things for the school. 
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We started over there on 78th and Ellis in the 
storefront, and I'd be lying if I said we're going to end up 
here in twenty five years. I knew we wanted it, but I 
didn't know it would happen. But it gets back again to 
persistence, it gets back again to work and to believing 
that we can do what we work to do. So the school is 
accredited, state, city. Our students go on to the best 
high schools in the city. Our school goes from pre-school 
to 8th grade. We're going to go to high school eventually. 
Over 85% of our students have gone on to colleges and 
universities when they come out of there. And for the most 
part they have all been very good examples. And that's 
because of this serious work that exists out here. Safisha 
in the early days would put Laini on her back, Akili on her 
back, and Bomani and go to work. She put a good 15 years in 
there in terms of daily work herself. 
Lita: One last question in terms of the Black Arts Movement. 
We talked about your involvement, but I wanted to know what 
you thought of the movement in terms of its successes and 
failures. 
Haki : I thought the Black Arts Movement was a great 
success. Obviously we all look at it from different points 
of view but I think that...we wouldn't exist without the 
Black Arts Movement. Most of these writers at these major 
publishers wouldn't exist without the Black Arts Movement. 
When you look at the popularity of Black culture, that came 
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out of the Black Arts Movement. What the Black Arts 
Movement did was redefine black. We were Negroes until the 
Black Arts Movement came along. We were Negroes who 
rejected Africa. What the Black Arts Movement did was 
redefine us as black folks, redefine us as people of African 
ancestry and put us on the same time line and the same...we 
weren't parallel, but now we're on the same line. The Black 
Arts Movement moved beyond the celebrity of the individual 
to the necessity of this movement. What you have now is a 
whole lot of celebrity intellectuals, making all 
these... pont ificating with all these statements but wouldn't 
know how to open the front door of a serious business. 
They'd get slapped in the face. So you have all these 
individuals going for themselves trying to become the 
person, but we subordinated all of that. I would not have 
existed without Sonia Sanchez and Baraka, or Mari Evans, 
Lucille Clifton and without Kalaamu...Kalaamu came a little 
bit later...but you know what I'm saying. Without Larry 
Neal and Ed Bullins and these writers. We were all at one 
point...we might have been in different spaces...but Hoyt 
Fuller was bringing us all together with Negro Digest/Black 
World. So we were feeding off of each other's work. At 
least I can say that. Obviously, they'd all have their own 
positions. I'm saying that movement strengthened us, 
because we knew that we were not alone and we knew that we 
were right. We weren't taking a self righteously right. 
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But we knew that this was our time and nobody was going to 
take it from us. And, I think when you look at the key 
persons, the personnel in the music and the visual arts and 
the literature and the dance, when you look at those key 
persons they are still functioning, they are still alive. 
Not only are they here physically and mentally but they are 
still producing. If you -didn't have the Black Arts 
Movement, you wouldn't have had a Toni Morrison. You 
wouldn't have had many of the writers...Alice came out of 
the Civil Rights Movement, she wasn't in the Black Arts 
Movement. I think that any...all of us...all the writers 
who were honest must say that that movement was useful 
whether you agree with it or not. You would not be at 
Random House or Crowne, we would not be at all these major 
white publishers today if not for the Black Arts Movement. 
And most certainly you would not have all these independent 
black publishers today. You wouldn't have these independent 
black schools. You wouldn't have these serious African- 
centered churches around here today. You got one of the 
most African centered churches in the world up there in 
Baltimore, at Bethel, with Rev. Frank Reid, Dr. Reid (he's 
got a PH.D.) 
You walk up in his church and you say, "Damn, what is this?" 
And he's Christian, but you walk in that church and see that 
big mural up there and these multi-colors of nothing but 
black families and you say, this is where I belong. This 
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movement had a tremendous influence, not only nationally, 
but internationally. It definitely influenced a lot of 
African Liberation Movements. It influenced brothers and 
sisters in England, the Caribbean and all over the world. 
That was this movement. 
Lita: Given that, in terms of literary criticism and 
history...why is it not acknowledged? Why can't I find 
enough material ... in the library? 
Haki : Why would you acknowledge a people that you are still 
trying to enslave. Number 1. White folks. 2. The 
plantation still works. You find very few people who come 
through with a Ph.D. got their head on right. They got all 
kinds of problems. They may indeed know a subject area, 
very small discipline. But in many cases their lives are 
messed up. They are in all kind of debt, their personal 
lives all messed up. Their children don't like them. They 
may be the greatest minds in the world, but essentially what 
has happened is that the educational system in the country 
has worked in terms of creating people that don't like 
themselves. The whole thing with Black Studies... you see 
Black Studies came about as a result of the 60's. But a lot 
of people who were first teaching in Black Studies didn't 
want to be there. But that was the only way they could get 
into the universities. They had to go into the Black 
studies area. They weren't going to get in the English 
Department, the History Department, the Political Science 
264 
Department. So they went in accepting black studies, but 
they accepted it with this whole thing of inferiority. 
Now, they may not admit to that now, they might say 
because I've been in it 20 years it's what I always wanted 
to do. But that's not true. A lot of people who went into 
Black Studies went in there because it was the only way they 
could get into the university system. And they went in 
hoping at some point they could join other departments. 
With history or whatever the case may be. So they end up 
being in Black Studies, and they can't say my whole life was 
a waste. So all of a sudden, they say this is what I always 
wanted to do. That's a lie. It's not true. And you can 
see it's not true if you look at what their dissertations 
and see what their work is on. It's not on the Black Arts 
Movement, their work is not even on black people or black 
writers. But they can talk that smack because they got the 
job because they were black. I know because I was there in 
the beginning. I know why all this stuff happened. 
The only reason that I got hired to teach black 
literature was because these other people didn't want to do 
it and they didn't have the credentials anyway. But, lucky 
enough I knew the literature. So the Black Arts Movement, I 
feel, other than the Garvey Movement... I'm not even talking 
about the Harlem Renaissance was important, but nowhere near 
as important as the Black Arts Movement. The Black Arts 
Movement, coupled with the Black empowerment movement and 
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the Civil Rights Movement, changed the world. Changed 
America for the better. And it was done by men...young 
people. Most of these people in their twenties, I think 
Baraka was at the end of it, he was in his thirties. But 
most of us were all in our twenties and bold, just saying, 
we're going to do this. There was nothing that could hold 
us back. That's the other thing about youth, if you get 
them on a path in terms of doing something right, you can't 
stop them. They don't have the same kind of fear. They 
don't have a mortgage to keep up, they don't have children. 
They ain't got that kind of fear, they just go in and say, 
get out of my way. That's what's happening today. But see 
that youthful energy has been misdirected. What's happening 
now is this glorification of violence. The glorification of 
ostentatious materialism. This glorification of what's 
negative. You got the corporate world into this here, where 
these rappers and these writers are being published and 
printed by corporate America. That didn't happen to us. 
They're not coming giving us a check for $50,000 and 
$25,000. That didn't happen. In that time there were only 
one or two writers who were being published by white 
publishing companies. And those writers for the most part, 
were very committed to us. John O. Killens, James Baldwin, 
Maya Angelou. She was a different Maya then than she is to 
day. I'm not trying to criticize her that much she's got, I 
think she's earned what she's got, no doubt about it. But 
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at time you could get to Maya without any problem. You 
can't even get to her now. That group that has gone on to 
being internationally known. Gwendolyn Brooks is probably 
the only one that really hasn't changed at any significant 
level. She's always accessible. But you go down that whole 
line of writers, poets, nobody really made any money. I 
think Nikki went off on the left end...the right end for a 
while. Backing Nixon and going to South Africa, she should 
have known better. But I think Nikki has come back home, 
too. You always got to come home. The question is, do we 
let you back in. Well, in the context of our philosophy, 
yes, you accept them back in. We accept people...you can do 
almost sever damage...as long as it's not child molestation 
and all that stuff. We have a very forgiving heart. 
So the answer to your question, yes, the Black Arts 
Movement changed America for the best. And when you began 
to look at it... it's like this woman did this book on me. 
This woman did this book, she was a professor at Tuskeegee. 
I'm teaching at Howard, this is back in the early 70's. I 
don't even know why this woman came to my classes. I didn't 
know she was a professor at Tuskeegee. She asked if she 
could write this paper on me. I said, sure, no problem. 
But at the same time, she was dying of cancer. She was very 
ill. Anyway, she did the book £ind it was published. It was 
a fairly decent book and then she passed. I was not looking 
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for somebody to do something, but she just came to me and 
said, you're doing decent work and stuff like that. 
It's been a struggle and still is. But I think the 
larger question is, when you have some understanding of 
where we are spiritually, economically, in terms of 
education, most certainly politically, in terms of health 
and everything else. What do you do? What do intelligent 
black men and women do, who say they are committed? You do 
or two things. You either get in there and try to build and 
develop or you take a vacation. You have the rhetoric still 
going on, people talking to you from the Bahamas about what 
you are not doing. On the other hand, you have a segment in 
the community who are where we were, but do not have that 
same kind of base. What I call the information bank. 
Positive information bank. You can not divorce struggle, in 
the final analysis from study. Because now, each generation 
is a different world. When we started out, there weren't 
any laptops. There weren't any fax machines. There was not 
Federal Express. Just look at those three entities 
there... that, in terms of laptops and computers it changed 
the whole nature of communications. In terms of Fed Ex it 
made the US mail and UPS get up off their butts. In terms 
of fax machines, I can send a letter to South Africa and it 
will get there today in two minutes. Now, at the same time, 
for each of the entities, somebody got rich, filthy rich. 
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So getting back to where we started from, ideas, 
creative ideas, run the world. And that has always been my 
point. What idea do you have that's going to bring any kind 
of change? What's your idea? That is a good idea, now how 
do you do it? It's one thing to sit down and have the 
ideas, but it becomes another thing to take the idea from 
the written page and we're going to implement it. That is 
what this has been about, implementation. And that is the 
most difficult thing to do, especially when you are working 
with, not just people, but our people, who are so far behind 
in so many ways, and then you got to deal with them on a day 
to day basis. You say, "We don't want the nigger stuff. 
What we want to do is build a serious, quality press." And 
so the most difficult thing I've had to do over the last 30 
years of Third World Press is dealing with people. Not 
saying that I'm perfect. We got the Chief Operating Officer 
here, Bill Mayo, worked 20 years at Howard University Press, 
worked 10 years at New York publishing. I brought him in to 
run 3rd World Press on a day to day basis. I'm saying that 
we are poised now...he's got thirty years of publishing. 
I've got thirty years of publishing. He has thirty years of 
mainstream and I've got thirty years of guerrilla 
publishing. That's sixty years, we shouldn't fail. 
Essentially what we need now is how do we continue to 
find the resources. Michael Jordan is not going to invest 
in this press. Rodman can't even read. You look at the 
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people who are serious... I mean Oprah is not going to have 
me on her program. I'm right here Ln Chicago, 30 years old, 
I got a new book out. I'm saying at some point how do you 
get to the point where you say, "Where am I going to get the 
money to do this?" To put out Report From Part Two 
hardback, cloth bound, paperback you talking about 25,000 
dollars. I'm not talking about the editing, the 
typesetting, I'm talking about just to, boom, to get it out 
there and do the marketing. You're talking about $25,000. 
So if you're doing 30 books of comparable size, you multiply 
30 by 25,000 where are you getting that kind of money from. 
So I'm used to all the criticism. The key point is, that 
comes back to me all the time is, boom, these professors are 
trying to get their dissertations published. I can't read 
this stuff, half of it. 
It doesn't make any sense. I send it back. I'm the 
bad guy. So you make enemies when you don't even know you 
making enemies. The other side of it, it may be one worth 
publishing, but we don't have the resources to publish all 
these people. I can walk you down to offices now and just 
show you manuscripts. Rooms full of manuscripts. Everybody 
and their mamas trying to get published. You got to have a 
certain... not only quality and standards, but you have to 
say at a certain point that you just; can't deal with it. 
On the other hand you try to always reach out and find 
something new and unusual and creative. You know, like 
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writers who are just locked up in the basement and you say, 
damn, you looking for that. And that's what we try to do. 
It's a continuous struggle. People don't understand it who 
aren't in it. They say, "What you got against me? What you 
got against this person?" I don't read most of the stuff 
now. I get in here and it's got my name on it, I just look 
at the stuff and pass it on to somebody else. Like 
this...this is serious stuff here, we are going to consider 
this stuff here. I still got to get through all this stuff. 
Then the editors...I got two editors working full time, and 
I got people outside to do reading and they got their lists 
of stuff. 
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